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uncontrolled violence. Peace ceases to Agure on the register: itis not a good
WE can attain.

Of course, the countervailing factor may not revise our gamut of choices
so dramatically. It may simply show that the values of our originally pre-
ferred regime cannot be integrally fulfilled or that they will be under threat
from a previously unsuspected quarter, or that they will be attended with
dangers or disadvantages or disvalues not previously taken into account, so
that we have to make a choice as in the peace-versus-good-art case above.
Thus not all alterations of the framework will undermine the original
wvalues, But we can see that the converse does hold, and all undermining will
involve a change in the framework. For if we leave the original framework
standing, then the values of its preferred regime will remain as fully realiz-
able goods, even if they are attended with certain evils which force onus a
difficult choice, such as that between peace and good art, or progress and
psychic harmony, or whatever,

In this sense we can say that a given explanatory framework secretes a
notion of good, and a set of valuations, which cannot be done away with -
though they can be over-ridden — unless we do away with the framework.
Of course because the values can be over-ridden, we can only say that the
framework tends to support them, not that it establishes their validity. But
this is enough to show that the neutrality of the indings of political science
is not what it was thought to be. For establishing a given framework re-
stricts the range of value positions which can be defensibly adopted. For in
the light of the framework certain goods can be accepred as such without
further argument, whereas other rival ones cannot be adopted without
adducing over-riding considerations. The framework can be said to distri-
bute the onus of argument in a certain way. It is thus not neutral.

The only way to avoid this while doing political science would be tostick
to the narrow-gauge discoveries which, just because they are, raken alone,
compatible with a great number of political frameworks, can bathe in an
armosphere of value neutrality, That Cathelics in Detroit tend to vore
Democrat can consort with almost anyone's conceéprual scheme, and thus
with almost anyone’s set of political values. But to the extent that polincal
science cannot dispense with theory, with the search for a framework, to
that extent it cannot stop developing normative theory.

Nor need this have the vicious results usually attributed to it. There is
nothing to stop us making the greatest attempts to avoid bias and achieve
objectivity. Of course, it is hard, almost impossible, and precisely because
our values are also atstake. But it helps, rather than hinders, the cause to be
aware of this.

CHAPTER THREE

SOCIAL THEORY AS PRACTICE

In this chapter and the next, I want to argue that we could gain a great deal
by examining our theorizing about social matters as a practice. My claim
is that the activities of searching for, creating, espousing and rejecting
theories are too little understood;, and thar they are far from being
unproblematic, as we often assume in our concern to focus on the content
of our theories.

Moreover, | want to maintain that gaining clarity about the practice of
theorizing will help us to understand more about the scope and validity of
our theories. Being more reflectively clear about what we do in our theo-
retical activity will help us to answer questions which we cannot even
properly pose as long as we remain convinced that social theory is a
straightforward matter of designing hypotheses and comparing them to
the facts.'

In particular, | hope to throw light on two important questions in what
follows, The firsticoncerns how we validate social theories. The second
starts from the answer to the first and asks what is involved in offering a
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theoretical account of societies very different from our own.

What makes the whole matter appear unproblematical to us is the hold of
what [ want to call the narural science model, the widespread view thar
the natural sciences can provide us with paradigms for the methods and
procedures of social science. We think we understand the activity of
exploring nature. Here, too, we are certainly over-complacent. But we tell
ourselves a tolerably clear story of what goes on in narural science, and
the very success of our research seems to indicate that we have here the

' I realize thar there are importane poines of convergence berween the views I'm defending
here and the thesis of Pierre Bourdiew in his veey interesting book, Outline of 2 Theory of
Practice {Cambndge, 1o77), but he has o somewhar different searting poine and works
within a different cradition,
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norm for science in general. The prestige of this norm then stops further
enquiry,

But this 15 in fact disastrous. | want to try to show this first by exam-
ining the relation of theory to practice, that is, of the practice of
theorizing to the other practices which theory guides. Let us look first at
the model the narural sciences offer of this relavon.

Let us take the example of physical theory. This gives us, among other
things, a picture of underlying mechanisms or processes which explain the
causal properties and powers of the things we are familiar with. We know
that the kettle will heat up in contact with the fire; the kinetic theory will
tell us what underlies this heat transmission, so that we understand it as
consisting more fundamentally in a transfer of kinetic energy. But in some
cases, the picture of the underlying reality turns out to be surprising, or
strange, or paradoxical, in the light of our ordinary common-sense under-
standing of things. We have to adopt quite a radically revised view about
the nature of things to explain what goes on.

But part of what is involved in having a better theory s being able more
effectively to cope with the world. We are able to intervene successfully to
effect our purposes in a way that we were not before. Just as our common-
sense pre-understanding was in part a knowing how to cope with the
things around us, so the explanatory theory which partly replaces and
extends it must give us some of what we need to cope better. Theory
relates to practice in an obvious way., We apply our knowledge of the
underlying mechanisms in order to manipulate more effectively the
features of our environment.

There is a constant temptation to take natural science theory as a model
tor social theory: that is, to see theory as offering an account of underlying
processes and mechanisms of sociery, and as providing the basis of a more
effective planning of social life. But for all the superficial analogies, social
theory can never really occupy this role. It is part of a significantly
different activity.

There is, of course, an analogy. Social theory is also concerned with
finding a more satisfactory fundamental description of what is hap-
pening. The basic question of all social theory is in a sense: what is really
going on? We have to ask this question because our common-sense
descriptions of what is happening are inadequate, or sometimes even
illusory, They fail to give us an explanatory grip on our situation, or to
help us act effectively. And the answers offered by theory can be sur-
prising, strange, even shocking to common-sense.

But the big disanalogy with natural science lies in the nature of the
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common-sense understanding that theory challenges, replaces or extends.
There is always a pre-theoretical understanding of what is going on
among the members of a society, which is formulated in the descriptions
of self and other which are involved in the institutions and practices of
that society. A society is among other things 1 set of institutions and
practices, and these cannot exist and be carried on without certain self-
understandings.

Take the pracrice of deciding things by majority vore, It carries with it
certain standards, of valid and invalid voting, and valid and invalid
results, without which it would not be the practice that it is. For instance,
it is understood that each participant makes an independent decision. [f
one can dictate to the others how they vote, we all understand thar this
practice is not being properly carried out. The point of it is to concatenate
a social decision out of individual decisions, 5o only certamn kinds of
interaction are legitimate. This norm of individual independence is, one
‘might say, constitutive of the practice.

But then those who carry on this practice must, in general and for the
most part, be aware of this nerm and of its application to their own
action. As they vote, they will generally be capable of describing what is
going on in terms like these: “this is a valid vote’, or ‘there is something
dubious about that', or ‘that’s foul play’. These descriptions may of
course be mistaken; but the point is thae awareness of this kind is an
essential condition for a population’s engaging in this practice. If no one
involved had any sense of how their behaviour checked out on this dimen-
sion, then they would not be engaged in voting. They would have to be
carrying on some other activity which involved marking papers, some
game that we do not ver understand.

In this way, we say that the practices which make up a society require
certain self-descriptions on the part of the participants. These self-
descriptions can be called constitutive. And the understanding
formulared in these can be called pre-theoretical, not in the sense that it is
necessarily uninfluenced by theory, but in that it does not rely on theory.
There may be no systematic formulation of the norms, and the conception
of man-and society which underlies them. The understanding is implicit in
our ability to apply the appropriate descriptions to particular simuations
and actions,

In a sense, we could say that social theory arises when we try to
formulate explicitly what we are doing, describe the activity which is
central to a practice, and articulate the norms which are essential ta it. We
could imagine a society where people decided things by majority vote, and
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had a lively sense of what was fair and foul, but had not yer worked out
explicitly the norm of individual independence and its rationale in the
context of the practice. In one clear sense, their doing so would amount to
astep into theory.

But in fact the framing of theory rarely consists simply of making some
continuing practice explicit. The stronger motive for making and adop-
ting theories is the sense that our implicit understanding is in some way
crucially inadequate or even wrong. Theories do net just make our con-
stitutive self-understandings explicit, but extend, or criticize or even
challenge them. It is in this sense that theory makes a claim to tell us what
is really going on, to show us the real, hitherto unidentified course of
events.

We can distinguish some of the forms this kind of claim can take: it may
be thar we see what is really going on only when we situate what we are
doing in a causal marrix which we had not seen or undersiood. Marx’s
theory provides a classic example of this kind of claim: the proletarian is
engaged in making contracts with independent owners of capital to ex-
change his labour power for wages. What he fails to see is that the process
in which he so engages by contract is building the entrepreneur as owner
of capital, and entrenching his own status as an agent without other
recourse than selling his labour for subsistence. What looks like an
activity between independent agents is actually part of a process which
artributes to these agents their relative positions and status,

In this case, the constitutive self-understanding which is upset is that
which belongs to the activity of making and fulfilling contracts berween
independent agents. On one level, this self-understanding is not wrong;
and it is certainly constitutive of a capitalist society in Marx’s view. Thar
i, workers have to understand themselves as free labourers in order to be
proletarians. But when we seeitin the broader matrix, its significance is in
an important way reversed. What seemed a set of independent actions are
now seen as determined and forced. What seemed like one’s making the
biest of a bad job now is seen as a yoke imposed on one.

But the Marxist theory also upsers the political self-understanding
deseribed above, that of decision by majority vote in ‘bourgeois’ society,
Far in fact the matrix of the capitalist economy severely restricts the
choices open. Options which reduce profitability threaten everyone with
economic decline, and potential mass unemployment, These severe limits
will in general mean that the very options which are offered o voters will
be pre-shrunk, as it were, to be compatible with the continued unham-
pered operation of the capitalist economy. So once again, what looks like
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a collective decision freely compounded out of the autonomous indi-
vidual choices is in fact structurally determined. Or so the story goes
according te this theory,

This is one kind of claim, which alters or even overturns our ordinary
gveryday understanding, on the grounds that our action takes place in an
unperceived causal context, and that this gives it a quirte different nature,
Bur there are alsa theories which challenge ordinary self-understanding
and claim that our actions have a significance we do not recognize. But
this is not in virtue of an unperceived causal context, bur because of whart
une could call a moral context to which we are allegedly blind.

Plate’s picture of the decay of the palis in the Republic provides a
well-known example of this: what seems like the competition of equals
for place and fame is in face a fatal abandonment of moral order, engen-
dering a chaos which cannot but deepen until it must be brought to an end
in tyranny. The inner connecrion berween democracy and tyvranny is
hidden from the participating citizen, because he cannot understand his
action against the background of the true order of things, He just
stumbles from one to the other.

In our day, there are a number of theories of this kind abroad. We can
think on one hand of Freudian-inHuenced theories, which portray the real
motivations of pohitical actors, and the real sources of political power
and prestige quite differently from the rational, instrumental, utilitarian
forms of justification that we usually provide for our choices and allegi-
ances. Or think on the other side of the picture often presented by oppo-
nents of the culture of growth: we blind ourselves to the importance ro us
of a harmony with nature and community in order the more effectively to
sacrifice these to economic progress. Indeed, some of the most influential
of these theories critical of growth find their roots in Plato. We have only
to think of the late E. F. Schumacher,

Critical theories of this kind often propound some conception of false
consciousness. Thar is, they see the blindness in question as not just
ignorance, but in some sense motivated, even wilful. This is not tosay that
theories which portray our action as taking place in a broader causal
context cannot also invoke false consciousness. Marxism is a case in
point, They must do so to the extent that the causal contexr is one that
ought normally to be evident, so that its non-perception is something we
have to explain. But this need for a special explanation of non-perception
becomes the mare obvious when what we allegedly fail to appreciarte is
the moral or human significance of our action.

There is a parncular kind of theory which is sometimes invoked to
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challenge our everyday understanding that | would like to single out
here, because it will be important in the later discussion. Theories of this
kind refer to what | will call shared goods. By ‘shared good’, | mean
something different and stronger than mere convergent good, where
people may have a common interest in something, A good is shared
when part of what makes it a good is precisely that it is shared, that is,
sought after and cherished in common. Thus the inhabitants of a river
valley have a common interest in preventing floods. This is to say that
each one has an interest in the same flood prevention, and this is so
irrespective of whether they have some common understanding of it, or
indeed, whether they form a community ar all. By contrast, shared goods
are essentially of a community; their common appreciation is constitu-
tve of them, :

The well-known example is the one central to the traditon of civic
humanism, the citizen republic. This takes its character from its law; so
that the citizen’s action takes on a crucial significance by its relation to
the laws: whether it tends to preserve them, or undermine them, to
defend them from external attack, or to weaken them before enemies,
and so on, But the good here is essentially shared, The laws are signifi-
cant not gua mine, but gua ours; what gives them their importance for
me is not that they are a rule [ have adopred. The culture in which this
could confer importance is a quite different one, a culture of individual
responsibility, perhaps even incompatible with that of the republic.
Rather the laws are important because they are onrs. And this cannot
simply mean, of course, that our private rules converge on themy their
being ours is a matter of our recognizing them as such rogether, in public
space. In other words, that the significance is shared is a crucial part of
what is significant here. Public space is a crucial category for republics,
as Rousseau saw.

Some theorists in our tradition have taken shared goods seriously.
They include, 1 believe, Aristotle, Machiavelli, Montesquieu, Rousseau,
de Toegueville; in our day, Arendt and Habermas, to mention just two.
A rather diverse lot. But 4 central notion they share is that having
important meanings in common puts us on a different fooung with each
other, and allows us to operate as a society in a radically different way.
The thinkers of the civic humanist tradition were interested in how men
could become capable of acting rogether in a spontaneously self-discip-
lining way, the secret of the strength of republics, Machiavelli, indeed,
saw this as the secret of strength in the most direct and crude military
terms. But the general insight shared by all thinkers of this cast is that
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our way of acting together is qualitatively different when we act out of
shared significance. This is the basis of what Hannah Arendt called
‘power’, attempting to redefine the term in the process.

This can be the basis for a challenge to our everyday understanding,
where this takes on an atomist cast, as it frequently does in contemporary
Western society, People often tend to construe the political process, for
instance, as constituted by actions for purely individual goals. The only
common goods recognized are convergent. Society is understood as the
interaction of individual agents. This self-understanding is challenged by
theories of shared goods, with the claim that our actions also take place in
a context of shared ends, which our everyday conception does not
acknowledge, What we do may strengthen or undermine our shared
goods, but this significance of our action escapes us. So that we can, for
instance, be in process of destroying our republican political community
blindly, The destructive import of our action is lost on us. Of course, this
kind of theory can appear paradnxical, stnce it seems to be supposing that
some goods which are shared are not fully perceived. But I hope to show
later an how this paradox can be resolved, and that a theory of this kind
must be taken quite seriously.

In any case, we have seen several ways in which theory can claim to tell
us what is really going on in society, challenging and upsetting dur normal
self-descriptions, either through identifying an unperceived causal con-
text of our action, or by showing that it has a significance that we fail to
appreciate, And 1 suppose, in order to make this list a trifle less in-
complete, | should add that theories are not necessarily as challenging ro
our self-understanding as the ones | have mentioned here. They can have
the function just of carifying or codifying the significance which is
already implicit in our selt-descriptions;, as | indicated earlier. For
inseance, some elaborate theory of the order of being, and the relared
hierarchy of social functions, may fic perfectly into the practices of a
stratified society, It may simply codity, or give explicit expression, to the
habits of precedence and deference already in being,

And the theories of the causal context can play the same unchallenging
role. Since the eighteenth century, our culture is saturated with theories of
the economy, which show the train of transactions effecting the produc-
tion and distribution of goods as following laws, These purport to make
us aware of régularities in the social process of which we would otherwise
be ignorant. But this knowledge may just complement our self-understan-
ding, not overthrow it. Not all theories of political economy are revolu-
ticnary, This was Marx's complaint,
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Relative to the ‘democratic’ picture of ourselves above as deciding
matters through majority vote, certain theories of the econony are not at
all upsetting. They present us, for instance, withl a pictlure of ‘consumer
sovereignty’, matching in parallel our pnhtt_-.:al image of voter
sovereignty, These theories of the economy promise to show us how to
design policies which are more effective, which intervene with greater
awareness and hence success in the underlying processes of the economy,
To do this, as with any application of technology, we have to respect the
scientific laws governing this domain. But this is not seen as making a
sham of choice, as in the Marxist picture.

1

These theories challenging or not, all claim, to rell us what is really going
on. This was the analogy with natural science. But the disanalogy emerges
when we see what introducing social theory brings about. The case 15
different here, because the common-sense view which theory upzt:ets ?r
extends plays a crucial, constitutive role in our pralftices. ITI-.1s will
frequently mean that the alteration in our undulrsmnf!mg wh:ch [hEﬁj"f
brings about can alter these practices; so that, unlike wich na[urnll science,
the theory is not about an independent object, but one that is partly
constituted by self-understanding. 1 W
Thus a challenging theory can quite undermine a pracuce, by showlfmg
that its essential distinctions are bogus, or have a quite diH::rcntlmcgmn g
What on the ‘democratic’ picture looks like unconstrained choice is pre-
sented as unyielding domination by Marxist theory. But thg'_c means that
one of the constitutive norms of the practice of majority decision is shown
as in principle unfulfillable, The practice is shown to bea s_ham. a charade.
It cannot remain unaffected. People will treat this practice and the con-
niected institutions {e:g., legiskatures) very differently if they become con-
vinced of the challenging theory. But this is nat a matter of some psycho-
logical effect of further information. The dis:,rupuve consequences ‘uf {.he
theory flow from the nature of the practice, in that one of its clnnst_ltum:fe
props has been knocked away. This is because the practice requires certain
descriptions to make sense, and itis these that the theory un de rmines.
Theory can also have the radically opposite etfect. An interpretation of
our predicament can give added point to our practices, or show them to be
‘even more significant than we had thought. This is, for_ exa mp]::*'thﬁ effect
of a theory of the chain of being in an hierarchical sociery. l{clatlwe to our
‘democratic’  picture, some theory which showed that important
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economic or other issues are up for grabs, and await our derermination,
would have thesame heightening effect.

Bura theory can do more than undermine or serenpthén practices. It can
shape or alter our way of carrying them out by offering an interpretation
of the constiutive norms, Let us startagain from our picture of *democra-
tic’ decision by majority rule; the picture which is implicit in our practices
of elecrions and voting. There are a number of ways of understanding this
process. We can see this by contrasting two of them.

On one hand, we have an atomist model, which sees society as a locus of
collaboration and rivalry between independent agents with their indi-
vidual goals. Different social arrangements and different disposinons of
sociery's resources affect the plans of members differently. So there 15
naturally struggle and competition over policy and position. ‘Democra-
tic’ decision-making allows people equal input and weight in determining
how things are disposed, or tolerably near to this, This view might be
made more sophisticated, so that we see the political system as open to
“inputs’ in the form of ‘demands’ and ‘supports’, and as producing as
output an ‘authoritative allocation of values’, in which case we could
develop quite a complex intellectual grip to describe/explain the political
process.”

Quite different from that would be a republican model, issuing
from one of the cheories of shared goods mentioned above. From
this standpoint the atomist theory s ignoring one of the most
crucial dimensions of social lite, viz., the degree to which the sociery
constitutes a political community, that is, the kind and degree of shared
ends. A society in which all goals are really those of individuals, as they
are portrayed in the aromist scheme, would be an extreme case, and a
depenerate one. [t would be a society so fragmented thar it was capable of
vety little common action, and was constantly on the point of stasis or
stalemate.

A society strong in its capacity for common action would be one with
important shared goods. But to the extent that this was so, the process of
common decision would have to be understood differently. It could not
just be a martrer of how and whose individual demands are fed through to
the process of decision, but would also have 1o be understood ar least
partly as the process of formulating a common understanding of whar
was required by the shared goals and values. These are, of course, the two

Y Dravid Easton, The Political System (MNew York, 1os53), and A Systents Awalvsis of
Political Life (New York, 1965],
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models of decision that are invoked in the first two books of the Social
Contract. Rousseau’s aim is to show how one can move from the first to
thie second: so that we no longer ask ourselves severally, what is in-our
individual interest (our parricular will), but rather what is the proper
content of the general will. The proper mode of social choice is where the
policy selected is agreed upon under the right intentional description. It is
vital that it be adopted as the right form of a common purpose, and not as
the point of convergence of individual aims: The latter gives us merely la
volonté de tous, whereas a true commumity is ruled by is velonte
geénérale.

Rousseau thus presents in vety schematic sketch the norion of a certain
form of social decision, which for all those thinkers who fall in the civic
humanist tradition is seen as normative. Societies fail to have true unity,
cohesion, strength to the extent that their decisions emerge from the will
of all as against the general will. The immense gap between the atomist
and general will theories is thus clear, What the second sees as a defining
feature of the degenerate case is understood by the first as a struetural
feature of all societies, Which is just another way of saying that what is
for the second the crucial dimension of variation among societics is quite
unrecognized by the first,

But it ought to be clear that the general acceprance of either of these
models will have an important effect on the practices of social decision,
These practices may be established in certain institutions, which may be
the same from society o society, or in the same society over time. But
within this similarity, the way of operating these institutions will
obviously be very different according to whether one or the other model is
dominant, that is, has become the accepted interpretation. Where the
atomist model is dominant, decision-making of the general will form will
be severely hampered, suppressed and confused, Where on the contrary
some self-understanding of common meanings is dominant, the scope for

will-of-all decisions will be circumscribed within the bounds of explicit
common goals,

Indeed, there might be no quarrel with this point about the effect of
these theories. The problem might be seeing why their effect is not greater;
why, for instance, the dominance of atomist theories does not put paid to
seneral will decisions altogether, The answer lies in the fact that a theory
is the making explicit of a society's life, that is, a set of institutions and
practices, It may shape these practices, bur it does not replace them. 5o
even though some feature may find no place in the reigning theory, it may
still be a constitutive part of a living practice,
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Thf. nqrinn of the general will can be seen as a way of formulating the
constitutive norm of decision-making for communities with shared
goads. Even if this norm remains unformulated and unrecognized, it ma
still be that the community retains certain shared goods, Thr;-!;u -.:.rill sr[ﬁ
be central ‘to certain of its practices, for example, to the kinds of argu-
ments that are acceprable/unacceprable in public debare, even if there is
no t_h:urerii:ﬂ] formulation of why this is so. Shared goods may be reflec-
ted in the norms strongly held to govern public life, or in the ceremonial
surrounding the state, even where they have dropped out of the account
of politics that citizens give to themselves and others. i

: Of course, these goods will be considerably restricted, and much less
vigorous in public life than where they arc explicitly acknowledged. And
they will certainly be'in danger of eclipse. But they may newrthcics's still
be operative, Theory can never be the simple determinant of practice. |
want to claim later that something like this gap between theory 3r-1d
practice is true of our society,

Thils is the striking disanalogy between natural science and political
theories. The latter can undermine, strengthen or shape the practice that
r.h-:ly bear on. And that is because (a) they are theories about practices
which {b) are partly constituted by certain self-understandings. To :hvu:
extent that (¢} theories transform this self-understanding, they undercut
haf]sr'ur or transform the constitutive fearures of practices. We could pu;
this another way by saying that political theories are not about indepen-
dent objects in the way. that theories are in natural science. There the
relation of knowledge to practice is that one applies what one knows
about causal powers to particular cases, but the truths about such causal
powers that one banks on are thought to remain unchanged. That is the
point of saying that theory here is about an independent ohject. In
politics, on the other hand, accepting a theory can itself transform w.'h
that theory bears on. 1 L ¥

Put a third way, we can say that while natural science theory also
transforms practice, the practice it transforms is not what the theory is
a!mu_t. It is in this sense external to the theory, We think of it a5 an
‘application’ of the theory, But in palitics, the practice is the object of
rh-.:ur?r. Theory in this domain transforms its own abject.

T'his raises different problems about validation in political theory, We
cannot think of this according to a simple correspondence model wl.'n;_'re a
thclo:r}' 15 true to the extent that it correctly characterizes an ind;pendt:u}
object. But it is also totally wrong to abandon the notion of validation
altogether, as though in this area thinking makes it so. The fact that
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theory can transform its object does not make it the case that just any-
thing goes, as we shall see below. Rather we have to understand how
certain kinds of changes wrought by theory are validanng, and orthers
show it to be mistaken.

But before trying to show how this is so. | have ro acknowledge thar a
powerful current in our culture resists strongly the idea of political theory
as rransforming its abject. Partly because of the very puzzlement abour
validarion just mentioned, and partly for other reasons, the tempration
has been strong to assimilate political theory to the natural science model.
This would then aspire like physics w vield knowledge abour the unchan-
ging conditions and regularities of political life. This knowledge could be
applied to effect our ends more fully should we fAnd occasion and
justification.

Of course, it is difficult to present theories which claim to identify the
true significance of our actions in this light. And so the attempr is usually
made with theories of the causal context. The various theories of the
political economy have tended to be of this form: certain consequences
attend our actions regardless of the intentions with which they are carried
out. S0 no alwration in our self-understanding will alter these
rezularities. Our only way of changing the course of things is by using
these regularities to our own ends. In short, practice must apply the truths
of theory, We have here exactly the relation of narural science.

We have been brought generally vo consider economics as a science of
this kind. People believe, for instance, that monetarism is true or false g5 a
proposition about how certain economic transactions concatenate with
athers, If true, it could thus be the basis of a policy which would bring
about its effects in a given cconomy regardless of the intentions and
self-understanding of the agents in that economy. The policy would be
merely technical, in the sense that it would work entirely without altering
the way people concerve their predicament or understand the alternatives
open to them, For the economic laws the policy banks on allegedly
operate guite irrespective of such changes.

Perhaps there is some justification for this as far as economics is con-
cerned, There are certain regulanites which attend our economic
behaviour, and which change only very slowly. But it would be absurd to
make this the model for social theory in general and political theory in
particular. .

First, there are cultural conditions of our behaving according to these
regularitics. Fconomics can hope to predict and sometimes control
behaviour to the extent that it can because we can be confident that in
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some department of their lives people will behave according to rather
tightly calculable considerations of instrumental rationality. But it took 4
whole vast development of civilization before the culture developed in
which people do so behave, in which it became a cultural possibility to act
like this; and in which the discipline involved in so acting became wide-
spread enough for this behaviour to be peneralized. And it took the
development of a host of institutions, money, -banks, internaticaal
markets, and so on, before behaviour of this form could assume the scale
it has. Economics can aspire to the status of a science, and sometimes
appear to approach it, because there has developed a culture in which a
certain form of rationality is a (if not the) dominant value. And even How
it fails often because this rationality cannot be a precise enough guiu:lvf:.1
What is the rational response to galloping inflation? Economics is un-
certain where we ordinary agents are perplexed.

Second, we could not hope to have a theory of this kind, so resistant to
our self-understanding (relatively resistant, as we have seen), outside of
the economic sphere. The regularities are there, and resistant, to the
extent that behaviour responds to narrow, circumscribed considerations,
Economic behaviour can be predictable as some game behaviour can be;
because the goals sought and the criteria for their attainment are closely
circumscribed in a given domain. But for that very reason, a theory of this
kind conld never help explain our motivared action in general,

Various atempts to explain political behaviour with an econontie-
model theory always end up either laughable, or begging the major ques-
tion, or both. They beg the question to the extent that they reconstruct
political behaviour according o some narrowly defined conception of
rationality, But in doing this, they achieve not accuracy of description of
political behaviour in general, but rather they offer one way of conceiving
what it is to act politically, and therefore one way of shaping this action.
Rather than being theories of how things always operate, they actually
end up strengthening one way of acting over others, For instance, in the
light of our distinction above between atomist and general will construe-
tions of democratic decision-making, they help to entrench the atomist
party. Setting out with the ambition of being natural science-type theories
of an independent reality, they actually end up tunctioning as transform-
ing theories, as political theories normally do, but uncensciously and
malgré elles. They thus beg the mmteresting question: ‘Is this the right
transforming theory?’ because they cannot raise it; they do not see that it
has to be raised.

If, on the other hand, they try to avoid this partisanship by becoming
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rather vague and general in their application, allowing just abour any
hehaviour to count somehow as rational, then they become laughable.
Theories of this kind generally hover between these two extremes. An
excellent example is the conversion theory of politics mentioned above
in connection with the name of David Easton. .

What emerges from this is that the model of theory as of an mdtgcn-
dent object, or as bearing an object resistant to our self-understanding,
has at best only partial application in the sciences of man. It can apply
only in certain rather specialized domains, where hchfwmur is rather
rigi;i, either because largely controlled by phys:g]oglcal f.actots,. or
hecause a culture has developed in which what is done in a given
department is controlled by a narrow range of _cnnmderatmns, ag ;In
sames or (to some degree) economic life. But this could never be the
general model for social saience, and certainly not that for a science of

politics.
1

Which brings us back to the guestion of vﬂ]idatian.l‘ﬂ"hat is it. for a
theory to be right? We cannot just reply that it 15 rtg_]ar v.f‘l_len it cor-
responds to the facts it is about. E«Ltcause, to .DVETSImPhF}'_!:i]lghﬂ}’T
political theories are aboul our practices L“{“‘ well as the ll?htn_:utlons
and relations in which these practices are carried on, and thmr_ rise and
adoption can alter these practices. They are not about a domain of fact
independent of, or resistant to, the df:!'.-'t‘!{hpme:nl of theory. ‘

Put tersely, our social thearies can be validated, heca-.fs,c they can be
tested in practice. If theory can transform practice, then it can br_zesre.d-
in the quality of the practice it informs. Wlhat makn:s a theory r:gh_t 15
thar it brings practice out in the clear; tha.t its adoption makes possible
what is in some sense a more effective practice. )

But this notion of validating theories through practice may seem
even more bizarre and suspect than the idea that theories may not be
verified by the facts. What we need in order to make it less strange 1s 10
come to a better understanding of the uses of theory. _

Our reflections on narural science familiarize us with the idea that
thearies describe and explain the phenomena of some domain, .an:i h_f:lp
us to predict them. But it should be clear frDITIl the above discussion
that this cannot be all that social theory does for us. 1 argued above
that social theory can affect practice, just because it can alter our
self-descriptions, and our self-descriptions can be constitutive of our
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practices. One of the things sodal theory does, | suggested, is make
explicit the self-understandings which constitute our social life.

But then it is clear that our formulations can serve more than descrip-
tive purposes. We may be led to formulate some self-undersranding in
order to rescue a practice, to make it possible to continue it, to put it on a
securer basis, or perhaps to reform it, or purify it. The point, one might
say, of the formulation here is just to provide the constitutive understand-
ing necessary for the continuing; or reformed, or purified practice.

This of course is true first of all of many of our pre-theoretical formul-
ations in myth and ritual. A founding myth, or our public ceremonial,
expresses in public space our common ends, or shared goods, without
which we would be incapable of acting together in the way our institu-
tions call for. For example, we are capable of fighting together in war, or
sharing power in some particular way, only because we have a common
understanding; to which some public expression is indispensable, and
these formulations are its public expressions.

But with certain advances in cultare, there may arise the need for
theoretical formulations, that is, we feel the need to submit our disconrse
of self-underseanding to the special disciplines of objectivity, rigour, and
respect for truth which are constitutive of the activity we know a3
theorizing, This may be the case as much with ¢ir common understand-
ings as with the individual attempts at orientation, by which we try to
define our place in society and/or history.

There s no doubr that modern culture makes this demand. Ours 152
very theoretical civilization, We see this both in the fact that certain
understandings formulated in modern theories have become incorporated
in the common understandings by which political sociery operates in the
West, and also in that, however oversimplified and vulgarized these
theories may become in attaining general currency, an important part of
their prestige and credibility reposes on their being believed to be correct
theories, truly validated as knowledge, as this is understood in a scientific
ape,

For instance, | would claim thar atomist theories of the polity, and even
more obtrusively, corresponding theories of the economy, have entered
into the common understanding of modern Western democracies, per-
haps in a debased and garbled and oversimplified form, bur with the
prestige of theoretical truth behind them. These views are indeed not
without rivals in the general understanding; it is not simply aromist. But

part of the challenge to them comes from rival theories propounded by
minorities, for instance Marxism. This too may be thought vulgarized
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and oversimplified, but essential to its appeal is the prestige of Science, to
which it lays claim.

Ours is an inescapably theoretical civilization. Some of .tht‘. reasons for
this are niot too hard to identify. One of the basic underlying cundmm?s,
of course, is the prestige of science in our way of life. But on top _uf this,
the rise and prominence of political economy has been of great
importance, - .

We are all convinced that there are mechanisms of social interaction
which are not clear on the surface, regularities which have to be identified
through study and research. Even people who are not at all uneasy about
the implicit understanding of the society’s institutions, and are not
tempted ar all to think that this undersr:.nd:_ng I8 5Pmchuw illusory,
nevertheless accepr that there is more to social interaction t%mn- can meet
the eve, There are laws of society which have to be laid EJan: in a theory. ‘

But people also turn to political theory because rhler feel the need to et

clearer whar sociery’s practices involve. These practices scem p['l)bh‘,!'l'llatll:
because they are already the locus of strife and L'Tout?lr: andluncertamt}r,
and have been since their inceprion. [ am thinking in p:trfticular uf the
central political practices of modern Western df:mu-cmc:qs:l ellec:mns,
decisions by majority vote, adversary negotiations, the ::Ialmtnlg and
according of rights, and the like. These practices have oW in our
civilization in a context of strife, replacing sometimes violently r:m:ln:r
practices which were incompatible with them. And thuly are practices
which by their nature leave scope for struggle benl.'e?n drl':l’crr.tnr ?nnjup—
tions, policies, ambitons. Moreover, their intm_-ductmr! was justifie ]:ry
polemical theories which challenged the dominant views of the pre-
modern era. Hence by their nature and history these practices constantly
push us to find and redefine their theoretical basis.

And so our society is a very theory-prone one. A great deal of nm:
political life is related to theories. The political s[rugg]c s uf_ten seen as
between rival theories, the programmes of governments are justified by
theories, and so on, There never has been an age so theory-drenched as
ours. . o

In this situation, while polincal agents may turn to ThEﬂrl.l:S- as guides,
or as rhetorical devices of struggle, many others tumn to them in order to
ortent themselves, People reach for theories in order to make sense of a
political universe which is full of conflicr and rival inl:erpreFatmns? lanri
which moreover everyone agrees is partly opaque. When in addition,
people’s purposes are frustrated in unexpffcl:ed ways, fr.}rl uxalmpiu: when
they are beser with intractable stagflation, or anomic violence, or
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economic decline, the sense of bewilderment is all the greater; and the only
cure for bewilderment seems to be correct theory.

Theory thus has animporrant use to define common understandin s, and
hence to sustain or reform political practices, as well as se rving on an indi-
vidual level to help people orient themselves. Let mie coin the term “self-
defining’ for these uses of theory, in contrast to the explanatory ones that
we usually focus on.

Then two points emerge from the above discussion: this self-definition is
essentially also a definition of norms, goods, or values: and there are ineach
case practices of which it is the essential enabling condition.

This is precty obvious with theories which formulate common under-
standings. A theory of the self-governing republic gives us a cértain notion
of our shared good, which as we saw is constitutive of certain practices, But
its principal rival, the atomist theory, which gives us an instrumental pic-
ware of political society, invalves no less of a definition of the politcal
good.” This is seen quite differently, and reposes principally in the efficiency
of the political system in satis fying our demands, as well as in the res pon-
siveness of political institutions to the demands of different categories of
people, and thus in the distributive justice of demand-satisfaction. Some of
the central features of modern society, “such as the trend towards

rationality and bureauceatization in government, are essentially linked to
this instrumentalisy understanding.

But the same points can be made about individuals' attempts at orient-

ation. In fact, people seek orientation in their political world nor just to
have a cognitively tidy universe, but for much more powerful reasons. In
some cases, it will be because they need the political realin to be a locus of
important significance, Either they want political structures to reflect their
centeal values, or they require that political Jeaders be paradipms of these
values, or they seck a form of political action which will be truly sipnificant,
or they require the political system to be the guardian of the right order of
things; be it in one way or another, they are reluctant to look on political
structures simply as instruments which are without value in themselves —
albeit an influential strand of modern political theory tends in just this
direction.

Others desire to feel in control, They want to objectify the social world
by science, so as to have the confidence that they can cope with it, manipu-
late it given the right conditions. This is, of course, one of the strong
matives for narural science modelled theories. Still others seek to estab] ish

! See chapter 2 above.
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a sense of their own worth by espousing theories which show themselves
to be clearly ‘separate from, perhaps even in combar with, the evil,
muddle, ambiguity, or failure they see around them. This is especially
evident in theories which justify terrorist violence, But then the very
satisfactions of becoming oriented, in one or more of these ways, may
give one a sense of having achieved more clairvoyant practice which is
quite specious. This can generate very powerful mechanisms of self-
delusion. And these orientations are the basis of certain practices, just
because they define our relation to the good, to what is really or
potentially of value in politcal life.

In any case, it 1s clear that theories do much more than explain social
life; thev also define the understandings that underpin different forms of
sacial practice, and they help to orient us in the social world. And
obvicusly the most satisfying theories are those that do both at once: they
offer the individual an orientation which he shares with his compatriots,
and which is reflected in their common insttutions.

But'we might be tempted to reply that all this, while teue, has nothing
te do with our question, how do we validate theory? Sure, there are all
sorts of self-defining uses of theory, but these have nothing to do with its
truth, Naturally, granted what is at stake, human beings will always be
tempted to espouse theories that give them a sense of moral erientation,
and perhaps even more theories which support the practices they find
advantageous. So that those who are doing well in capitalist society, and
to whom governments are responsive, will easily warm to an atomist,
instrumentalist theory, while those who are pushed to desperation as
victims of systematic deprivation may well be artracted o theories of
extreme conflict, and accept some justification of terrorism.

In short, the self-defining uses of theory are simply ideological in the
pejorative sense. One can scientifically explain why certain theories serve
the self-definition of certain people, but that they do so says nothing of
itself for their truth. OF their teuth, we can only judge by seeing how they
describe and explain. In the end, all our objections to validating by corres-
pondence with the facts must be swept aside, If we are talking scienti-
fically, that is what it comes down to. So runs the reply,

Social theories would be in this respect exactly like theories in the
natural sciences. [f someone told us that he accepted a theory in physics or
chemistry because it gave him a satisfactory moral orientation to his
world, or supported the right political practices, we should judge him
irrational or corrupt. These are motives of the crimes against science, such
as the suppression of Galileo, or the propagation of Lysenko’s theortes in

£ Laste
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the Soviet Union, These considerations cannot be allowed as reley
truth, MRS
_M}r central claim is that this reply, and the parallel it invokes, is deepl
mistaken. OFf course, nothing could be more common than the ‘Ln‘tercerz
and 'itlieolugical‘ use of social theory. How could it be otherwise whr.-z .
much is at stake? But this js not the same thing as saying that Ithen.- is -
EI.JL-h thing as the objective validation of a theary in %rs self-defining u::,
The f-:!CF that we have an everwhelming temr;mn'un . fudge in t]luiq.
domain in the service of our material and ﬁﬁy'chniclgicn! interests choes ne -
at ':1”. mean that there is no truth of the matter here, and l‘J';ﬂI the s[}i;t
defining uses of theory are nothing bue the reflection of these interests i
My .[.hﬂis can perhaps best be expressed here in rwe I
propositions:

refated

r.  There is such a thing as validating a social theory in its self-definin

use, as well as establishing it as Exp]anﬂtiliﬂde‘Sc;'ip[i(]ﬂ, :
Validating a theory as self-definition is M an important sense pri-
mary, because understanding what is involved in such validarion '\E:fﬂi
frequently be essential ro confirming a theory, even 4s an adequare
description/explanation. o

[

Theories as self-definidans caninot just be seen as reflections of nteres
because they niake a certain kind of claim. They claim to offer perspi::m::
ous account of the good or norm which is the point of a certain practice
Rcusseau‘s republican theory of the general will offers a ccrminF::unce
tion of l'h? shared good informing the practices of republican strlf-ruii
The atomist theories define conceptions of rationality and efficacy. If l
dcceptan onentation towards my political society as rightfully the guard-
ian nf the correct order of value, then | define 2 .L‘.Ei'{'ﬂl_ﬂ nuric;n of guard-
1anship, which | see as the point of certain laws, ceremonies snuc:ugres f

_Nuw this is the kind of claim that can be righe or wrfrn;', and |:h3rr in
prmlciplr: at least, we can validate or disconfirm. It is sumet,hing we can
test n practice, This is so, because since theories énable practices to take a
certam_:shnpe, a theory which badly misidentifies the goads we c-:m seek hn
a certain domainl will ground a practice which will fail to realize these
goods. The practices informed by wrong theories will be in an important
wity self-defeating,

Anq this is, | would argue, the esserice of the claim made by opponents
of a given theo ry in real polineal debate, Thus people who are sceprical u-L:F
a Rﬂussea_man view hold that his conception of the shared good in the
general will is too simplistic and unita ry. Precisely for this reason they see
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the practice it grounds as self-defearing, because it fails to achieve a
generally acknowledged freedom, bur on the contrary degenerates into
despotism. This is rightly thought of as self-defeating, because freedom
was the point of the practice. On the other side, opponents of atomist
views argue that a truly atomist polity would be utterly devoid of civic
spirit; it would therefore require a maximum of bureaucratic surveillance
and enforcement to function. It would thus defeat the ends of freedom,
justice and demand-satisfaction,

These examples are, 1 believe, representative of real debate between
living theories. It is rare that one sees two utterly independent goods,
whose definition is not in dispute, but which define rival policy goals, at
the centre of a major political debate. As one looks at the Sovier system
from the outside, a Westerner may feel that it would make more sense if
they defended their sociery on the grounds that it minimizes disorder,
while we prefer ours for its freedom and democracy. But in fact, thisis not
what the debate is about berween the two systems. It concerns the nature
of freedom and democracy, whose definition is in dispute.

Berween two quite independent rival goods, the practice criterion could
not select. But between two rival conceptions of the goods we can seek in
societies of a certain kind, practice can allow us to arbitrate in principle.
Of course, when something big is ar stake, both sides will have every
motive to lie, and fudge, and suppress the truth and confuse the issues. Bur
this is not to say that the issue cannot be arbitrated by reason.

On the contrary, it can; and we can now perhaps see betrer how, First it
should be clearer why the dispures are not like those berween rival causal
hypotheses, where one affirms and another demies a hypothetical: if p
happens, then g will befall. This latter kind of dispute supposes that we
agree on the descriptions ‘p’ and *g’. But it is the basic terms of politics
which are in gquestion when theories clash. The contestants will probably

disagree over certain hypotheticals in the course of the argament {e.g.,
whether pursuing certain objectives will lead to bureaucratization, or will
undermine stability). But what is at stake is not a sex of hypotherical
propositions, for example, of the kind: if we carry out the practices as the
theory prescribes, the good will ensue. Because we are dealing with an
ordinary hypothetical here, where the condition described in the protasis
is independent of that described in the apodosis. Rather the good sought
under the description offered by the theory is constitutive of the practice
we seek to realize, What is at stake is more like rival maps of the terrain;
One might say, the terrain of possible pracuces is being mapped in con-
tour, and this purports to give the shape and slope of the heights of value.
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The pm:nf of a map is how well you can get around using it. And this is
the test of theories considered as self-definitions. In this thev afe closely
analogous to the pre-theoretical understandings we have of ti}ings. When
lovercome some confusion I may be in about the disposition of my limbs
or rhtl' way [ am moving my body, or the lie of the land, and have a mun_:
perspicuous view of things, this shows its superiority in ena bling me to act
more effectively. | know I have 3 betrer grasp of things when | am able to
avercome the muddle, confusion, and cross purposes which affected my
acoviry hitherro.

Analogously, | want to argue that to have a better theoretical self-
definition is to understand betrer whar we are doing; and this means that
our action can be somewhart freer of the stumbling, self-defeating charac-
ter which previously afflicted it. Our action becomes less haphazard and
contradictory, less prone to produce what we did rot want at all.

In sum, | want to say that, because theories which are about practices
are self-definitions, and hence alter the practices, the proof of the validicy
of a Itheur_v can come in the changed quality of the practice it enables, Let
me introduce terms of art for this shift of quality, and say that good
theory enables practice to become less stum bling and more clairvoyant.

We should note that attaining clairvoyant practice is not the same thing
as being more successful in our pracrices. It ma v be that there is somethi n{:{
deeply muddled and contradictory in our original activity, as for instance
Marxism would claim abour the practices of ‘bourgeois’ democracy, In
which case, theoretical clarity is not going to enable us berter to
determine our own fate within the context of bourgeois institutions,
Rather what the theory will have revealed is that this enterprise is vains it

i5 vitiated at the very base, But practice can be more clairvoyant h::re
because we can abandon this self-defeating enterprise, and turn to
another goal which makes sense, that is; revolution. Of course, if we bring
tJlu's off, we shall have been more successful overall; but not in the prac-
aces we originally set out to understand, which we have on the contrary
ahlandﬁm-.d. And just getting the right theory does not ensure that we can
bring off the revolutionary change. We may just be stymied. Sall, if the
I:hnlera ry is right we would be capable of more clairvoyant practice, which in
&."5 case would just consist in our abandoning the muddled, self-stul-
tifying effort to derermine our fate freely within the structures of the

capitalist economy,

My second thesis is that for some theories understanding what is in-
volved in validating the self-defining use will be essential o their
confirmatio,
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This can be the case in two ways. First, there can be cases in which the
historical evidence is insufficient, in the sensc that certain possibilities
have not been tried. Or in any case, this is what one side in the argument
can often claim. This always arises in debates about radical social
theories, for example of egalitarian participatory democracy, or anar-
chism. Their opponents ask us to look at the historical record: when have
these theories ever been successfully applied? Their protagonists reply
that the conditions have never been right; the real test case is yet to come,

To the extent that the protagonists are right, then the validation weare
waiting for is of the theory in its self-defining use. We are awaiting a case
‘1 which our social life can be shaped by it, and it can show its value in
practice.

Rut of course the hotly contested question in this kind of debate will
bear on just this, how incomplete is the historical record? To whart degree
can past experiences be deemed valid predictors of new possible experi-
ments? Does the virtual absence of anarchist societies from the historical
record show this form to be impossible? Does the fact that the experience
of mass democeacies up to now exemplifies to a large depree the elite
competition model show more participatory forms to be impossible?

How do you decide this kind of question? Presumably the answer turns
on how you interpret the histo rical record. But this is relevant precisely as
a record of stumbling or clairvoyant practice. The conservative claim 1s
just that the failure of previous attempts amounts o a case of the self-
defear that attends a practice informed by a wrong theory. The radical
answer will always be that the failure springs from other sources, external
factors, lack of propitious economic, or educational, or military condi-
tions, and so on.

The argument abour a general will theory mentioned above is a case in
point. For its opponents, the disaster which has attended various attempts
to supersede ‘bourgeois” representative democracy is sufficient proof of
the error of this theory. But its defenders will argue that it has only been
tried in the most unfavourable economic, cultural or military conditions;
where it ought never to be attempted; and that the obstinate refusal of
those responsible for these attempts to acknowledge the unpropitiousness
of the conditions has turned their theory itself into a travesty of the

original idea. It is in these terms that the debate is frequently engaged
berween conservatives and socialists about the lessons to be drawn from
the Soviet experience. For the former, this experience is a crucial negative
test; for the latter, itis a grotesque caricature of socialism,
1 do not want to try to show who is right here, My point is rather that
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one cannot make and argue for a reading of this kind unless one under-
stands what it is for a wrong theory to render a practice St_'lf—dr:fea.tmg or
a more correct theory to make it relatively unimpeded. In other wm:ds
you have to understand what it is to validate a theory as self-definition ir:
order to glean from the historical record some defensible view of th

theory’s future prospects. )

This kind of validation of a theory against the historical record is thus
quite different from whar 1s normally understood as the ven’ﬁcatin;t of a
theory b}’.ﬁ!mpﬂrisﬂﬂ with an independent domain of objects. Here the
conﬁll‘mal:iun has to take account of the way in which theory shapes
practice. To test the theory in practice means hiere not to see how w.'cll I;he
theory describes the practices as a range of independent entities; bur
rather to judge how practices fare when informed by the theory. 3
| My elaim is then thar testing theories in practice plays an es:wntial art
in validating social theories. In the immediately prec::ding discussiui |
have been ralking abour reading history to settle disputes about ti'tenl'ges
as sc]f—dcﬁni_rions. But the same theories serve both for self-definition and
H.“ explanation. To give good grounds for a theory in an argument about
cither is to give good grounds for it towt court,

.Fm‘ in fact disputes abour self-definition are inextricably bound u
anath qucs.tions of explanation, and vice versa, The argument whether thz
inhumanities of the Sovier system are to be put to the account of socialist
theory, or rather attributed to other facrors, is also an argumcr.:t EIbDlhlli
how various developments of Soviet history are to be explained. And the
reverse: any explanatory hypotheses about Sovier history have inescap-
able relevance to the question, what lessons are to be drawn abm.lt zrli'::f.'
thmr_ics which ought to inform our future pracrice.

A little reflection will show why this must be so. What makes it the case
that th.szre is such a thing as the self-defining use of theory, and that it n.:;:n
be .vahdar,ef:i in practice, viz., the fact that human beings frame self-
understandings which shape their activity, this same basic feature has to
be taken into account wherever it is relevant when we are trying to
explain human action in history, In other words, where and o th: t:xg::: :
that social action has been informed by self-understanding, this will ha:::
to figure in any valid explanatory account, together with anT agsessment of
tha.way and degree to which this understanding facilitated or impeded the
action,

!t_ folllows that explanatory theories have to be concerned with the same
basic inter-weaving of theory and practice which we examine whheia WF_:
test self-definitions. Explanation also involves inescapably an appraisal
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of haw theory has shaped practice, and of whether or how this has been
self-defeating. Thus whether we examine the record for purposes of ex-
planation of self-definition, we have to ask largely over-lapping ques-
tions. The same core of judgements will be central to both enquiries.

And that is why | have spoken above of theories which have explana-
tory or self-definitional rses. This is to take the core of judgements at the
heart of both enquiries and identify it with the theory, But even if we
think of the two enquirics as 1ssuing in distince theories, the close connec-
rion emerges in the fact that adopring a given self-definitional theory has
strong consequences for the explanatory theories one can consistently
adopt, and vice versa. The two orders of questions are logically linked via
their common core. You cannot éstablish something in relation to one
debate without deciding a great deal about the other.

Thus the activity that I am calling testing theories in practice is in-
dispensable to the validation of our social theories. It is not just that we
may sometimes be called on to test theories as self-definitions in our own
practice. What is of much more general relevance, we have to make use of
our understanding of what it is to test in practice when we examine the
historical record; and this whether our interest in the disputed theories is
explanation or self-definition.

And this 1s what distinguishes social from nataral science, where
testing theories in practice plays no role ar all. Of course, the contrast is
not complete. Some social theories can be at least partly tested on a simple
verification model. Cerrain economic theories, like monetarism, are of
this kind. One might think that monetarism can be refuted if controlling
the money supply does not succeed in slowing inflation while leaving
growth unimpeded.

But economic theories of this sort are the exception rather than the rule
in social science. Most theories are not of the kind that can simply be
applied in practice; they affect practice only in shaping or informing ir.
And for these, simple verification against an independent domain is
impossible.

And even these scemingly clear cases of verifiable theory may tuen out
to be muddy. Suppose the defenders of monetarism try to save it from the
discredit of its failure as a policy by arguing that extraneous culwral or
political factors — managerial practices, trade union rigidities — prevented
its beneficent effects from ensuing. Won't we have to follow the arpument
back into the domain where theories as self-definitions shape our
practice? )

As a macter of fact, the entire debare about inflation in the last decade
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can be seen as an illustration of this shift, Economists started off with an
unshaken faith in their science as the source of verifiable explanarions.
Inflation was explained by factors that could be manipulated, that is, by
factors which could be adjusted withour any change in pe-opif:’s self-
definitions: the level of demand, levels of taxation, size of government
defar, growth of money supply. At che beginning of the 1980s, we are
more ready to ask ourselves whether inflation isn't largely fuelled by our
pohinical relations, in other words, in part by the sclf-definitions implicit
in our dominant practices, From the point of view of our discussion hiere,
this reappraisal means a shift from reliance on theories which still fit the
marurlai science models to theories which are self-consciously about
pracrices:

What 1 have been arguing in the preceding discussion is that theories
about practices are validated in a way special to them. And this way can
only be understood, if we see more clearly what we are doing when we
create, espouse, propound social theories, In this way, am trying to
redeem my opening claim, that we need to see social theory as practice in
order to underseand what its validation amounts to. r

In the next chapter 1 will turn to another issue which I think is alse
lluminated by this understanding,
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This is not to say, of course, that it must show their action as making
sense. For it very often does not. Frequently they are confused, malin-
tormed, contradictory in their goals and actions. But in identifying the
contradictions, confusions, etc., e make sense of what th ey did. And this
means that we come to see how as agents — i.e., beings who act, have
purposes, desires — they came w do what they did, and to bring abour
what hefell,

Now my argument has been converging onto a similar conclusion. For
my contention has been that social theory has to take subjects as agents of
self-definition, whose practice is shaped by their understanding. And rhis
is just an alternative way of stating the thesis that we have to give an
account of them as agents, and that we cannot do this unless we under-
stand them, that is, grasp their self-understanding. The opposing ideal of
a verifiable, predictive science, on the model of the natural sciences, 1s, |
have argued, a chimaera.

I hope that the above discussion may help us to set aside two common
misapprehensions about interpretive social science. The first is that what
it demands of us is empathy with our subjects. Bur this is to miss the point,
Empathy may certainly be useful in coming to have the understanding we
seek; but it is not what understanding consists in. Science is 2 form of
discourse, and what we want is an account which sets out the significance
of action and situation. What we are crucially looking for, therefore, is
the right language in which we can make this clear. L will say more on this
shortly.

The second misapprehension is the one evoked by my questions above,
it is to the cffect that understanding the agent involves adopting his point
of view: or, to speak in terms of language, describing and accounting for
what he does in his own terms, or those of his society and time. This is the
thesis which has been associated (rightly or wrongly) with the name of
Peter Winch." Taken strictly, it would seem to make social science rather
unilluminating, and in some circumstances next to impossible, It would
make it unilluminating, since in many cases actors are confused, misin-
formed, have contradictory purpases, and their lan guage may reflect this.
Simply recovering their self-description may cast no light-at all on what

was going on. Indeed, the starting point of our scientific effort may be that
we find something perplexing in their action as they understood it, And in
the limit case where we are dealing with 4 so-called ‘primitive’ society,

! See his The Idea of @ Social Science (Londen, 1o58) and ‘Understanding a primicive
society!, American Philosopiical Quarterly, 1 (1964}, pp. 307=24.
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the same wave-length’ with someone, have a kind of unformulated pre-
understanding of him, but this is not the kind of thing we need for a
theoretical account.

Getring the kind of human understanding of someone which we can
formulate involves coming to be able to apply what | want ro call
{following Elizabeth Anscombe) the ‘desirability characterizations’
which define his world. | come to understand someone when | understand
his emortions, his aspirations, what he finds admirable and contemptible
in himself and others, what he yearns for, what he loathes, and so on.
Being able to formulate this understanding is being able to apply correctly
the desirability characterizations which he applies in the way he applies
them, For instance, if he admires sophisticated people, then understand-
ing him requires thar | be able to apply this concepr ‘sophisticated’ in the
sense it has for him.

Perhaps that way of putting 1t 15 a bit too quick, because some of what
he feels, desires, etc., will be unformulated by himself; whereas to figure in
my account, it has to be formulated. So, in slightly more complex terms,
my claim amounts to thes: that the explicit formulation-of what [ under-
stand when [ undersiand you requires my grasping the desirabilicy charac-
terizations that vou yourself clairvoyantly use, or else those which vou
would use if you had arrived at a more reflective formulation of your
loves, hates, aspirations, admirabilia, etc. These are the self-descriptions
(in a somewhat extended use of this term) which | want o claim are
crucial for social science, for grasping those applied by the agent is
essential to identifying our explananda.

Now thereby hangs a problem for science. Take, for example, the
desirability characrerizations we attach to actions ro make ourselves
more understandable, such as *just’, ‘charitable’, ‘generous’; and those we
apply to ways of life, such as “integrared’, *fulfilled’, *dedicated’, ‘free
from illusion’; and also negative ones, like ‘fragmenred’, 'false’, ‘hollow’,
shallow’, erc.; all of these pose two problems as candidates for scientific
discourse as this is usually conceived,

Firse, they cannot be intersubjectively validated in an unproblemaric
way. Whether a way of life is truly integrated or free from illusion is a
matter of potentially endless interpretive dispute. Moreover, we tend to
believe that there are or may be certain moral pre-conditions, certain
pre-conditions of character, for the successtul discernment of these
propertics, We do not expect callow youth to have as good an eye for the
life free from illusion as those who have grown wiser with age {a class
which is not, of course, co-extensional with those who have aged), When
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it comes to understanding what a life of fine sensibility is, some people are
distressingly philistine. And so on. Using this kind u_E concept, one cannot
hope for replicable indings on the part of any Sl:ll.‘l'll.“]ﬁl.:a]")' competent
observer. Or put another way, ‘scientific competence for terms of this
kind would have to include certain developments of charu;tur and
sensibility which themselves are only recognizable as such from the
standpoint of those who have acquired them. . | |

Closely connected with this vulnerability to interpretive chu]h:lnge is a

second feature: these terms are inextricably evaluative; and what is more,
they are what one could call strongly L'\"ﬂh.ﬁl’.’il\-'f_‘- 1 want to speak of strong
evaluation when the goods putatively identificd are not seen as consti-
ruted as good by the fact that we desire them, but rn[lher are seen s
normative for desire, That is, they are seen as goods which we nlughr_ to
desire, even if we do not, goods such that we Shu.w c:urse]v:?s up as infe Fior
or bad by our not desiring them. Now along with uljamb.lgunus applica-
tion, it is usually thought that the terms of a scientific dlscuursel .-;hn_n.fld
offer a value-free account. And thus in this respect, too, the demlmhlht}f
characterizations whereby we understand people seem inappropriate for
a science of society, J e

Thirdly, and for some thinkers des?tswlely,. the use of I.'!l.’slll'ablllt}"
descriptions seems to endanger the aspiration to a um‘versal science of
society. For those descriptions are culturally specific. The values of one
culture are frequently not replicable in ?muthcr; we can find nothing
exactly corresponding to them. To describe people in their terms is to
describe cach culture in different terms, and terms which-are incommen-
surable, that is, which have no exact translanion n mh_er 1angu:fg.es.

Bur then this brings us up against the issue which Winch's writings have
raised. Suppose we are trying to give an account n.f a society very different
from our own, say 4 primitve socety. The society I:I'.i‘.i (what we call)
religious and magical practices. To understand them in the strong sense
discussed above would require that we come to grasp how they use the key
words in which they praise and blame, describe what .:h:y yearn _fn_r or
seek, what they abhor and fear, and so on. Un:!crsm:.:dmg thetr religious
practices would require that we come to undv:ttsmnd what they see them-
selves as doing when they are carrying out the rlclual we have provisionally
identified as a ‘sacrifice’, what they seek after in the skate we may pro-
visionally identify as ‘blessedness’ or ‘union wn?: dwlsp'lms ; (Ot_n* pro-
visional identifications, of course, just place their actions; stur::; in rcII-.a—
tion to our religious tradition, or ones familiar to us. .If wit tit:lck with
these, we may fall into the most distorted ethnocentric readings.) We
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have no way of knowing that we have managed to penetrate this world in
this way short of finding that we are able to use their key words in the
same way they do, and that means thar we grasp their desirability
characterizations.

But because applying any desirability characterizations has the three
difficulties mentioned above, it is naturally tempting to try to finesse this
understanding. We can see this temptation at work in many of the
theories adopted in social science. For instance, a case like the one we are
examining here might tempt us to finesse understanding with a func-
ronalist theory. We come at the society in question with some general
thesis about religion, that religious practices perform certain functions in
society, for example, that they contribute to social integration. On the
strength of this principle, we can perhaps dispense with an understa nding
of what the priest or medicine man is doing in the terms of his own
spciety. One identification we have of this ritual activity is that it is part
of a process which contributes to social integration. This may allow us to
explain what is going on, for instance, why rituals happen when they da,
at the times of year they do, or more frequently in periods of stress, and so
on. We may perhaps thus hope to dispense altogether with an understand-
ing of ritual action in the agents’ own terms.

This will seem the more plausible if we argue that the significance of a
great many actions of people in any soctety escape their full consciousness
or understanding. We cannot expect that the members of the tribe will
have a clear grasp of the socially integrative nature of their religion as we
do. Their understanding of this is, on the contrary, almost bound to be
distorted, fragmentary, ‘ideological’. Why should we pay any special
attention to it, once we are on to a more satisfactory account of what is
going on, which we now have, thanks to our functional theory? This
course seems all the more evidently superior, since our theory is in a
language of science; whereas the discourse of the tribe’s self-understan-
ding manifestly is not.

Mow the interpretation thesis, which [ want to defend, holds that the
attempt to finesse understanding in this way is futile. It can only lead to
sterility. | hope that, if | cannot prove, Ican at least illustrate this thesis if
we examine a bit further this example of a functional account of religious
practices. | hope it will be clear, however, that the argument is meant o
apply to any attempt to finesse understanding through a putatively
‘scientific’ identification of the action of the subjecrs under study,
whether this be on the individual or the social level.

Consider the problem of validating a functional theory, Here a great
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many of the criticisms made of functionalism, even by ather :nqiw;:sgeam
social scientists, can be shown, | think, to demonstrate rather the indispen-
sability of understanding. Take the guestion of knowing how much you
have explained. Even if a functional theory could et over the challenge :_3f
showing how it could be positively established, thatis, of what can be sjmd
to make us believe it —and this is no small issue, because brute induction
will not be decisive in this kind of case — the question can arise of huw_mu-:h
we have explained. Let us say there is some truth in the claim that t_el:gl ons
generally contribute to social integration; and r‘ha.r we can establish this,
The question still arises of the significance of this i'_tnd_mg. _Hnw_much can
we explain of the actual shape of the religious practice in this society by this
functional theory? _

It could be, for instance, that although religions are generally integra-
tive, a very large number of possible religious practices could have done the
iob equally well in this society. Inthis case, our fu netional :lma?r;nr '-:M'OL‘l]d do
nothing to explain the kind of religion we see here, why there is this kind of
ritual, that form of hierarchy, that type of fervour, thDsz :1_10?.1::% of bless‘ed-
ness, and so on. In short, most of what we want to ex plainina given society
may lie outside the scope of the explanation; which may at the fimit smklm
the marginal significance of the background observation that disruptive
religions tend to destroy the societies in which they take root, and hence
flourishing religion tends not to be disruptive.

Even though we may show our theory to betrue, in somesense, wemay be
challenged to show that it is significant. Does it efcpiam sur?lerhmg substan-
rive about the religious forms of the society, or s it rather in the nature _”.f a
banal observation about the poor long-term prospects of disruptive
religions?

The only way tomeet this challenge isto take u'p'[he-attcmp_l-t to show how
the detail of the religious form —the kind of ritual, the form hierarchy, etc.~
can be explained by the functional theory. We have ncEnsuly ana’ln:—gousl case
if we take historical materialism, which is very much like a fu “Fﬂﬂnf!
theory — and indeed, is a functional theory, if we agree with G. A L(I)hen 5

interpretation,’ Historical materialism claims to be able o cx_p_lnm the
evolution of the ‘superstructure’ of society, for example [E‘If: pul:tt-:.al”and
religious forms, in terms of the evolution of t_hel‘hasa:‘. that is the ft‘.'l.’ttjlﬂ]':s
of production. Sceptics of historical materialism haxlre doubts precisely
about the scope of what is to be explained by the n:[anonﬁ_uf pmductmn;
Can we really account for political and religious change in these terms:

2 goarl Marx's Theory of History (Oxford, 1978).

T
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Marxists are thus challenged to explain preasely the detail of political
and religious development: can one explain the rise of Protestannsm, the
differential spread of Lutheran and Calvinist theologies? And so on.

The challenge to explain details is essential to the validation of this
kind of theory. But it is a challenge which cannot be met, except by
acquiring an adequate understanding (in our strong sense) of the actions,
theologies, ideals, and 50 on, which we are trying to explain. There is no
way to finesse the requirement of understanding, Our Marxist or other
historian convinces us he has explained the detail when he can give a
convincing interpretation of it in his canonical térms, But to give a con-
vincing interpretation, one has to show that one has understood what the
agent is doing, feeling here. His action/feeling/aspirations/outlook in
his terms constitutes our explanandum.

In the end, there is no way to finesse understanding if we are to give a
convincing account of the explanatory significance of our theory. [ hope it
will be evident that this applies not only to functionalist theories, but to
any attempt to identify what agents are doing in ‘scientific’ language, be it
that of holistic functionalism, or of individual utility-maximization, or
whatever.

I

What [ have been trying to show is that although there is a strong tempta-
tion to by-pass agents' self-descriptions arising from the strong pull of the
natural science model, any attempt to do this is stultifying, and leads to an
account which cannot be adequately validared.

The view which I am defending here, which I can call the interpretive
view, or the versteben view, or the thesis that social theories are abour
practices, has to be marked off from two other conceptions. One s the
original enemy, the natural science model, which I have been arguing
against all along. And the other is a false ally, the view that misconstrues
interpretarion as adopting the agent’s point of view, Let me call this “the
incorrigibility thesis’, just to give it a name, because in requiring that we
explain each culturé or society in its own terms, it rules out an account
which shows them up as wrong, confused or deluded, Each culture on this
view is incorrigible,

The interpretive view, I want to argue, avoids the two equal and oppo-
site mistakes: on one hand, of ignoring self-descriptions altogether, and
attempting to operate in some neutral ‘scientific’ language; on the other
hand, of taking these deseriptions with ultimate seriousness, so that they
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hecome incorrigible. Social theory in general, and political theory especi-
ally, is very much in the business of correcting comman-sense understand-
ing. It is of very little use unless it goes bevond, unless it frequently
challenges and negates what we think we are doing, saying, feeling,
aiming at. But its criterion of success is that it makes us as agents more
comprehensible, that it makes sense of whar we feel, do, aim at. And this
t cannot do without getting clear on what we think about our acrion and
feeling. That is, after all, what offers the puzzle which theory tries to
resolve. And so there is no way of showing that some theory has actually
explained ws and owr action until it can be shown to make sense of what
we did under our description (where this emphatically does nof mean, et
me repeat, showing how what we did made sense). For otherwise, we may
have an interesting, speculative rational reconstruction {like the func-
tional theory above), but no way of showing thar it actually explains
anything,.

Bur it might still be thought that | have been too guick with the incor-
rigibility thesis. It does not just come froma confusion of explananda and
explanantia. There is also a serious moral point. Social science aspires not
just to understand a single society, but to be universal. In principle, social
scientists strive to understand not just their own society and culture but
foreign ones, Indeed, the discipline of anthropology is concerned with
virtually nothing else. “

In this context, to insist blithely that social science has the rask of

correcting our common-sense understanding — a demand which may
sound properly radical when it comes to understanding our own culrure -
may be to encourage dangerous illusions when it comes to understanding
other cultures. One of the striking faults of ra nscultural and comparative
social scierice has been its tendency to ethnocentrism. At the outset, it was
European students whe interpreted other societies in terms derived from
European culture, very often at the cost of extreme distortion, and
frequently also in an unflattering light. Now students from other cultures
are also enpaged, but the difficulties and dangers are still present. Some
have been even tempted to despair of any cross-cultural understanding,

In this situation, it might be argued, to speak of social science as correc-
ting everyday understanding is to invite scientists of a dominant culture
to ‘correct’ the self-understandings of the less dominant ones by
substituting their own, What is really going on then becomes simply what
ge can recognize in our own terms; and their self-descriprions: are wrong
to the extent that they deviate from ours, Transcultural study becomes 3
field for the exercise of ethnocentric prejudice.
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Nu_ one can doubt that this has happened. We have only to think
rhugncs like that of 5ir James Frazer, which portrayed primi:[iv . “m' o Ul_c
a kind of carly and largely mistaken technology, rc;see how distnmagh -
perspective can be, s

It is ir_m face of this tendency that the incorrigibility thesis seems to have
a lot going for it, For it seems guaranteed against Cthr‘lDL‘ﬁ'nt;iCil' Ind 3:’;
one could easily come to believe thar it is the only real safe- uarclf o i
it. We und;:rs:and each culture in its own terms, and we nwj' can fiﬁa'm“
_:he_t.-rror of misunderstanding one according to the categories -.:-f 'mur}:m
Thls_ seems to be the message that emerges from Perer Winch's '.' A
suasive “Understanding a primitive sociery”.’ S

From this point of view, the interpretive thesis may seem especiall
vulnerable. Ar least the patural science model can make a ci;.j'nL Hf ‘
neatrality, by looking for a scientific language which is outside ;”‘ _ﬂir
‘L'Llth'S, anrfi thus can hope to be non-culture-relative. Bur the wm?‘;’“ j
view, while not allowing for such neutral languages, nevertheless set "*”f
:I?:: task nf challenging and going beyond other people’s se]f—umir: : "
c]mg: But if not in their terms, how else can we understand them biri o
own? Aren't we unavoidably committed to ethnocentricity? BN

No, Fwant to argue, we are not. The error in this view is to hold thar the
language of a cross-cultural theory has to be either theirs or ours, If this
were so, then any attempt at understanding across cultures w:;uh:l bh
faced with an impossible dilemma: either accept incorrigibility, or h‘:
arrogantly ethnocentric, But as a matter of fact, while challen r; 1 th i
language of self-understanding, we may also be challenging a:rurfj Iz-.; E:Ir
what I want to argue is that there are times where we cannot qu-:;r'n '5:1:
one propetly withour also questioning the other. i)

IE1 fact, it will almost always be the case thar the adequate language |
whu:!! we can understand another society is not our language r:% ungd . ;
sta‘mimg, or theirs, but rather what one could call a language of _ZF'
SPICUOUS CONTFast. This would be a language in which we could i‘:.nrrr1uri’1:w
both their way of life and ours as alternative possibilities in n:larimil :
some hu_m:m constants at work in both, It would be a language in wi tE
the Foss:b]r.: human variations would be so formulated that both o f“L
of lefg and theirs could be perspicuously described as a]tcm’:ti:; “”';
variations, Such a language of contrast might show their Ia:: ua 5'“':{
understanding to be distorted or innd{:qua[e.in SOIME FESPECEs :}rg it rE:-gE
show ours to be so (in which case, we might find that underst;{nding :hen:.

b American Phifosophical Quarterfy, 1 {1964), pp. Jo7—24
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We can see how the three approaches — the natural science model, the
incorrigibility thesis and the mrerpretative view — relate if we take a
well-discussed example. This is the question of how w0 account for the
exotic practices of primitive societies; for instance their magic. This is the
issue taken up by Winch in his ‘Understanding a primitive society”.!

Very crudely put, there are two families of position on this issie. The
traditional view of earlier Western anthropology, going back to Frazer, is
to see magic as a kind of proto-science/technology, an artempt by prinai-
tive people to master their envirenment, to do what we do better by
modern science and rechnology. This view namrallv gave grounds for
criticizing the factual beliefs seen as implicic in the magical practices, for
instance the belief in magical powers and spirits.

This theory is naturally congenial o proponents of a *nentral’ scienufic
language. It allows us a way of identifying what these people are domg, at
least what general category their actions fit in, transculturally. At least to
get this far, we do not need to grasp their self-understanding in all its
peculiarity.

In contrast to this, the rival view is influenced by the incorrigibilicy
thesis or by other similar doctrines. It holds that identifying these prac-
tices as a proto-technology is an ethnocentric howler, Rather we have to
understand what is going on here as a quite different practice, which may
have no corresponding activity in our society. The various ritnals of
magic are thought to have a ‘symbolic’ or ‘expressive’ function, rather
than being intended to get things done in the world.” The tribe dances to
recover its sense of the important meanings it lives by m face of the
challenge of droughr, rather than seeing the dance a5 a mechanism to
bring on rain — the way we see seeding clouds, for instance,

We can see that this view puts the magical practices beyond the stric-
wres of our modern science and technology. The tmibe is not making a
factual error about what causcs precipitation, they are doing something
quite different which cannot be judged in these terms; indeed, should not
be judged at all, since this is just their form of life, the way that they face
the human constants of birth, death, marnage, droughr, plenty, erc, There
may be nothing guite corresponding to it in our society. We have to
understand it in its own terms; and it is the heighr of ethnocentric gau-
cherie to judge it in terms of one of our practices which are all quite

! I,

' See [ H. M, Beartie, *On undérstanding rivual’, in Bryan Wilson (ed.), Ratiorality
[Oford, 1970}
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incommensurable with it. To come to grips with it we need under-
standing.
Now the view 1 am defending here would disagree with both these
approaches. Perhaps somewhat paradoxically, it would accuse both of
them of sharing an ethnocentric assumption: that the tribe’s practice
must be either proto-science/technology or the integration of meaning
through symbolism. For it is a signal feature of our civilization that we
have separated these two, and sorted them out, Even our pre-modern
forebears of four centuries ago might have found this a little difficult to
understand. 1f we examine the dominant pre-seventeenth-century world-
views, such as the conceptions of the correspondences that were so impor-
rant in the High Renaissance, it is clear that what we would consider two
quite independent goals — understanding what reality is like, and putting
aurselves in tune with it — were not separated, nor separable. For us, these
are goals which we pursue respectively through science, and (for some of
us perhaps) poetry, or music, or flights into the wilderness, or whatever.
But if your conception of man as rational animal is of a being who can
understand the rational order of things, and if (following Plato) we hold
that understanding this order is necessarily loving it, hence being in tune
with it, then it is not so clear how understanding the world and getting in
tne with it can be separated. For the terms in which we get in tune with it,
and lay bare the significance of things, must be those in which we present
it as rational order. And since it is rational order, these will be the most
perspicuous terms of understanding. On the other side, to step beyond the
conceptual limits of acunement to the world, to cease to see it as a
rational order, to adopt, say, a Demiocritan perspective on it, must be o
step beyond the conceptual limits of perspicuous understanding.

I am reminding us of this bit of our past only to illustrate what it can be
like fiot to have sorted out two goals which we now consider quite distinct
and incombinable. We do this because the seventeenth-century revolution
in science involved, inter alia, sorting these out and rigorously separating
them. This has been the basis for our spectacular progress in natural
science of the last three centuries.

So the hypothesis | put forward is that the way to understand the
magical practices of some primitive societies might be to see them not
through the disjunction, cither proto-technology or expressive activicy,
but rather as partaking of a mode of activity in which this kind of cleat
separation and segregation is not yet made. Now identifying these two
possibilities — respectively, the fusion and the segregation of the cognitive
or manipulative on one hand, and the symbolic or integrative on the other
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~amotmts to finding a language of perspicuous contrast, It is a laneua,
which enables us to give an account of the procedures of both -m.' f' E’-':
terms of the same cluster of possibilities, i T

Unlike the neuatralist account, it does not involve Projecting our own
gamut of activities on to the agents of the other society, It allows for th
tact that their range of activities may be crucially different from ours th-te
Fhey may have activities which have no correspondent in ours: whi:zh lrf
fact they turn out to do. But unlike the incorrigibility view, it does not just
accept that their particular activities will be incommensurable with m]Jrs
and must somehow be understood on their own terms ar notat all, On rh._i
contrary, it searches for a language of perspicuous contrast in which we
can understand their practices in relation to ours.

_rhis means that their self-understanding is not incorrigible. We avoid
criticizing them on irrelevant grounds, We do not see them as just makin
aset oflscin:'ntiﬁcl." technological errors. But we can criticize them. For thﬁ
separation perspective has i certain respects shown its undoubted
superiority over the fusion perspective. It is infinitely superior for the
understanding of the natural world, Our immense tech Eru!ngjca] sUCCEss is
proof of this. It may be that we are inferior to the primitives in n;her
respects, for example our integration with our world, as some contem-
poraries would hold. But this is something which the language of contrast
should help us to assess more clear-headedly, It certainly contributes to
our understanding, whatever the verdict, because we can see how the
modern scientific perspective is an historic achievement and not the per-
enmial human mode of thought,

This ex.amp]r: was meant to show how the interpretive approach, far
from leading to ethnocentrism, ought properly understood to bring abour
the exact opposite, because it will frequently be the case that we cannor
understand another society until we have understood ourselves better as
:i"."eil. This will be so wherever the language of perspicuous contrast which
1 adequate to the case also forces us to redescribe whar we are doing. In
the above example, it forces us to see the separation of knowledge of s;nd
anunement with the cosmos as something we have brought about, one
possibility among others, and not as the inescapable framework r:f all
thpughr, We are always in danger of seeing our ways of acting 1;1:1
ti_'u.nk:'ng as [h.c only conceivable ones. That is exactly what erhnnca:.-n:-
I"I.Lill:')’hm]'lsislﬂ in. Understanding other societies ought to wrench us out of
thls;_ it ought to alter our self-understanding, It is the merit of the inter-
pretive view that it explains how this comes about, when it does,

As a matter of fact, in the world encounter of cultures over the last four
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centuries, there has been a great deal of aleeration in self-understanding
through meeting with others. Only it has been very unevenly distributed.
It was the societies who were less powerful who fele the full force of the
constraint to alter their traditional terms of understanding. The domin-
ant culture, the European, was for a while afforded the luxury of ethno-
centricity, Power can allow itself illusions.

Bur as the world moves towards a new eguilibrium of power, a new
kind of mutual understanding ought alse to be possible unless the
different parties are again tempted to flee from it into the convenient
illusions of scientific or religious infallibility. In so far as a new mutual
understanding involves a new self-understanding — and this can be dis-
turhing — the temptations to flee may be all oo pressing.

i

1 have tried to present a view here of social and political theories as
theories about practice. In this they are to be sharply contrasted with the
theories which have developed in the natural sciences. The temptation to
assimilate the rwo is very strong in our civilization, partly because of the
signal success of the natural sciences, partly because they seem to promise
a degree of technological contrel over things which we often long for in
society.

But to yield to this temptation is to fall into a distorted conception of
what we are doing in social science. And this has a cost. We generate not
only bogus explanations and specious knowledge, bur we also encourage
ourselves to look for technological solutions to our deepest social prob-
lems, which are frequently aggravated by our misguided attempts to
manipulate their parameters.

I have tried to argue that learning to situate our social theorizing
among our practices can free us from these misconceptions. It can enable
us to understand better what it is to validate a theory. We can see how
explaining another involves understanding him. And at the same time, it
can give us some insight into the complex relations that bind explananon
and self-definztion, and the understanding of selt and other.

In this paper, | have tried to get to the root of the intellecrual and moral
malaise which we feel in theorizing about very different socieries. If expla-
nation demands understanding, then how can we ever be confident that
we have explained what goes on in another society? Bur more, if the
account 15 to make sense to us, how can it avoid being critical? And what
gives us this right to declare that others are wrong about themselves? The
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moral malaise in particular makes us want to flee into 2 supposedly
neutral social science, or into a debilitating relativism. s

My contention has been thar there is no cause to lose our nerve, Un der-
smlltding is inseparable from criticism, but chis in turn is inseparable from
self-criticism, Seeing this, of con rse, may give us an even stronger motive
to panic and take refuge in a bogus objectivity, bur it ought 1o discredit
decisively the justifying grounds for this maove.

This brings to the fore another facet of the interweaving of explanation
and self-definition which has been implicit in much of the above discus-
sion, What I have been trying to sketch above is the way in which under-
standing another sociery can make us challenge our seli-definitions, It can
Eqrce us ta this, because we cannot get an adequate explanatory account
of them until we understand their self-definitions, and these may be
different enough from ours to force us to extend our language of human
possibilities.

Ir%ur what this also shows is the way in which explanatory sciences of
society are logically and historically dependent on our self-definitions.
They are logically dependent, because a valid account, T have argued, must
take the subject as an agent. But this points alse to an historical depen-
dence: within any given culture, the languages of social science are
developed out of and nourished by the languages of self-definition which
h;vc grown within it. The idea of a science which could ignore culture and
history, which could simply by-pass the historically developed languages
of political and social self-understanding, has been one of the Breal recur-
ring illusions of modern Western civilization,

Supposedly independent and culture-transcendant theories of polines
turn out to be heavily dependent on certain parochial Western forms ﬂ.f
political culture. For instance, a conception of the political system as
refsprfrnding to the demands generated by individuals or partia'i groups
within society is obviously heavily dependent for whatever plausibility it
may possess on the individualist practices of modern Western politics,
'I-'-:ll'hlﬂ which government institutions figure mainly as instruments. [f we
did not have an institutional and political life in which negotiation and
hm.uk.rrage between individual and group interests played such a la rge and
legitimately accepted role, there would not even be a surface case for
explaining our political life by these theories.,

But the fact that our practices are of this kind is itself dependent on the
sc].t-deﬁnitinns of an individualist kind which have grown in our civiliz-
anon; and these in turn have been fed by the aromist-instrumentalist
theories which bulk so large in modern thought. So that contempom;v
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puli[ic.'il srience has a large unacknowledged, and hence also undischar-
ged, debt to modern political theory.

The self-definitions, in other words, give the explanatory theory some
fit. Which is far from saying that the fit is perfect. On the contrary, the vice
of these individualist theories is that they ignore important other sides of
Western political reality, those that are bound up with the practices of
self-rule, and our self-understanding as citizen republics. It can be argued
that these are as fundamental and integral to our reality as the practices
captured in atomist-instrumentalist theories, And these, of course, have
been explored and further defined in other traditions of political theory,
for example the tradition of civic humanism, or from a revolutionary
perspective, Marxist or anarchist theory. The practice of Western sociery
today is partly shaped by the definitions these theories have provided,
And they have correspondingly offered the bases of critical political
science,

Thus the supposedly culture-free political science, which models s
independence of history on the paradigm of natral science, is in fact
deeply rooted in Western culture. What is worse, its roots are in one of the
warring tendencies in Western political culture. So that it is not only
unaware of its origins, but also deeply and unconsciously partisan. It
weighs in on behalf of atomist and instrumentalist politics against the
rival orientations to community and citizen self-rule.

But when one comes to comparative politics, the distortion is even
greater. The supposedly culture-free model is applied to societies in which
nothing closely analogous to the atomist-instrumentalist politics of the

West exists, and the result is both unilluminating and tendentious, That
15, nothing very much is explained in the politics of these non-Western
societies, while the theory insinuates the norm of instrumentalist good
function as the unquestionable telos of development. The confused model
of value-free, culture-transcendent science hides from its practtioners
both their ethnocentrism and their norm-setting. In facr they are uncon-
sciously serting for non-Western sociery a goal which no Western society
would consent to for a minute. Because in fact, in Western politics, instru-
mentalist politics has been tempered and counter-balanced and conrrol-
led by the politics of citizen participation. Indeed, the fact that this
equilibrium is now under threat is, | believe, the souree of a major crisis in
Western society,

But the influence of inappropriate, Western and pseudo-universal
models over the social science of some non-Western Countries —
exemplified, | would argue, by the impact of American behaviouralism on
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Indian political science = is due to more than historic relations of unequal
political power. If we take this impact as an example, itis closely bound up
| should want to claim, with a failure to appreciate that an [J]l!ll‘lil!ill:il‘lﬂ':
political science of Indian sociery would have to be based on Indian self-
definiticns.

But this failure itself is due to the relative absence in traditional Indian
thought of self-definitions of politics, by which I mean something like: the
practices by which people contribute, cooperatively orin struggle, to shape
the way power and authority are exercised in their lives, As Ashis MNardy
has argued,” there is a traditional Indian reflection on statecraft. tocussed
on non-moral and non-responsible uses of power: and there are concep-
tions of the proper order of things, even with a specific place for political
power, .if we f:_]IEnw Louis Dumont.” But politics as a realm of activity with
Its OWR INEFIRSIC norms, its own specific good or fulfilments, had no place in
this rradition,

This is not surprising, This notion of politics, it could be argued, was
invented in the West, more specifically, by the Greeks: And this was iselfno
accident, in that the Greeks had developed practices of participation in
power that few other peoples had, Traditional India, one could say,did not
need the concept of a practice it did nat pOssess. ,

But politics exist in contemporary India. There are practices by which
people contribute to shape the incidence of power, whatever inu:iu-alirieu
and exclusions may mar the democratic process. Contemporary India th.r.l;'.
does need a concepr of this kind. Bur if | am right, this 15 one thing that
cannot be provided ready-made from outside. An appropriate concepr— or
concepts — of politics in India will only arise through an articulation of the
self-definitions of people enga ged in the practices of politics in India. That
is, after all, how the few notions of politics which offer us any insight at-all
rose _in the West. It is; | believe, the only path by which such concepts can
arise, And it follows from what | argued above thar this would not just be of
relevance to India. A more appropriate political science for this saciery
would transform comparative politics. It would put the challenge of
developing an adequate thearetical language in which very different prac-
tices of politics, Indian and Western, could be compared in an illuminating
way. To achieve such a language would in turn transform the understand-
ing each of our socicties has of irself. The international community of scho-
lars has potentially a great deal to gain from work in India.

# See his ‘The making and unmaking of political colrires in' India’, in Ashis MNandy, Ar the

A J_’_-dm- af Psyeholoagy (New Delhi, 1 g8a).
© See Homd berarchicus (Pars, 1966),



CHAPTER FIVE

RATIONALITY

What do we mean by rationalicy? We often tend to reach for a charac-
terization in formal terms. Rationality can be seen as logical consis-
tency, for instance. We can call someone irrational who affirms both p
and not-p. By extension, someone who acts flagrantly in violation of his
own interests, or of his own avowed objectives, can be considered
irrational.

This can be seen as a possible extension of the case of logical incon-
sistency, because we are imputing to this agent end E, and we throw in
the principle: who wills the end wills the means. And then we see him
acting to prevent means M from happening, acting as it were on the
maxim: let me prevent M, Once you spell it out, this makes a formal
inconsistency,

Can we then understand the irrationality in terms of the notion of
inconsistency? It might appear so for the following reason: the mere fact
of having E as an end and acting to prevent M is not sufficient to convict
the agent of irrationality. He might not realize that the correct desérip-
tion of his end was *E'; he might not know that M was the indispensable
means; he might not know that what he was now doing was incompatible
with M. In short, he has to know, in some sense, that he is frustrating his
own goals, before we are ready to call him irrational. Of course, the
knowledge we attribute to him may be of a rather special kind. He may
be unable or unwilling ro acknowledge the contradiction; but in this
case. our imputation of irrationality depends on our attributing uncon-
scious knowledge to him,

Thus logical inconsistency may seem the core of our concept of irra-
tionality, because we think of the person who acts irrationally as having
the wherewithal to formulate the maxims of his action and objectives
which are in contradiction with cach other.

Possibly inconsistency is enough to explain the accusations of irra-
tionality that we bandy around in our civilization. But our concept of

rationality is richer. And this we can see when we consider the issue: are
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there standards of ranonality which are valid across cultures? Can we
claim that, for instance, peoples of pre-scientific culture who believe, letus
say, inwitcheraft or magic are less rational than we are? Or ar least that
their beliefs are less rational?

This is the question discassed by Perer Winch in his celebrated arricle
‘Understanding a priminive society”.' He takes as the basis of his discussion
Evans-Pritchard’s study of witcheraft among the Azande, and he vigor-
ously rebuts the sugpestion that we can condemn Azande beliefs about
witcheraft and oracles as irrational,

One might think that this imputation was pretty hard to rebut when
Evans-Pritchard seems to carch Azande in what looks like a flagrant
contradiction. Post-mortem examination of a suspect’s intestines can
reveal or fail to reveal *wircheraft substance’, and hence show conclusively
that he was/was not a wirch, Now this belief, together with beliefs about
the inheritance of witchcraft, ought to make the test sufficient to show that
all members of the suspect’s clan were/were not witches. A very few
post-mortem results scattered among the clans ought to sertle the question
for everyone for all time. But the Azande apparently do not draw this
conclusion. They goontreating the question asan open one, whether X or Y
is a witch. Are they irrational?

Winch argues against this conclusion, The above just shows that the
Azande are engaged in a quite different language game: *Zande notions of
witcheraft do not constitute a theoretical system in terms of which Azande
try to gain a quasi-scientific understanding of the world."? So it is a
misunderstanding to try to press Zande thought to a contradiction here.

I cannot help feeling that this answer is insufficient as it stands, Even if
the Azande are not interested in building a theoretical understanding of the
world, 1t surely matters to them if their whole system for imputing witch
status lands them in a contradiction. Their whole practice seems to imply
that there is very much a fact of the macter whether X is a witch, and it is this
which would seem to be threatened if the criteria were to yield contradic-
tory results,

Burtin tact the Azande were probably quite justified on their own terms in
brushing off Evans-Pritchard’s objections. If one wanted to derive a theo-
retical defence from what is implicit in their judgements and practice, it
might not be hard to do so. One might say semething of the kind: witch

"I Winch, “Understanding o primitive society’, American Philosophical Quearterly, 1
LEghy], pp. 307=24.
4 bid, . 3i%
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power is mysterious; it doesn't operare according 1o the cxc_{'ptl[mi:ﬁs
laws that you Europeans take as the basis of what you call science. Bur
only if }rnu- assume this does the contradiction arise, |
But of course, no such answer was farthcoming. And h*..'l'l.! we come
to what is perhaps the crucial difference for our question hetween
Zande society and ours: we have this activity of theorerical under-
standing which seems to have no counterpart among them. . |
What is theoretical understanding? The term goes back., nf‘ course, ta
the Greek expression which we translate as “contemplation Iuhmrm}_
And however far the modern usage has strayed from the original, there
is 2 continuity, This consists in the fact that a theoretical understand-
ing aims at u‘ulismtgaged perspective, We are not trying 1o und{ﬂjst_and
things merely as they impinge on us, or are relevant to the pl.,'l_rpnxf.‘;l:wc
are pursuing, but rather grasp them as they are, .“uwf“.i".' lhc imme L.-m:
perspective of our geals and desires and activities. _I hnﬁ is not lu1alay
that a theory may not have a big pay-off in practical or pmdumlw
terms: nor even that the motivation for engaging in theoretical enquiry
may not be this expected pay-off. But it remains the case that {;h.c
understanding itself is framed in terms of a brﬁader_ perspective, an :E
gives us a picture of reality which is not simply vai!d in the ca*!n.n:m .L‘r
our goals. The paradox of modern scientific practice 1 the dlhmlur;.r
that such derached understanding has a much higher eventual pa;-ln{:ft..
The original idea of ‘contemplation’ carrie.d the sense Iﬂf.rhm :J:a.;m
gaged perspective; and although there bas been a battle in Ifmr civiliz:
ation as to what this entailed, and most notably a sharp :hacnmmu.uy
in the scientific revolution of the seventeenth century, about whmh
more below, we are still recognizably the heirs of those who cu::m:d
this Greek term, This kind of activity implies two .-.'mmcued rhmgsl.:
that we come to distinguish this disengaged perspective _Fm_m ﬂurh fll’dt'
nary stances of engagement, and that one vnFues it as ﬂrfermg‘a nilher
— or in some sense superior — view of reality, We do not hnd.t :;e
things in every culture, and this makes for an immense difference in the
things we think and say. ] " _ o
Now theoretical understanding is related to rationality, since the
beginning of our intellectual culture. The Greek word we rmnslat.:: as
‘reason’ is of course logos, which has a large range of f‘c';ll:ed meanings,
including ‘word', ‘speech’, ‘account’ as well 31?: _‘n:asnn . Beason is talfen
by both Plato and Aristotle as a condition of really knowing

something, : _
For Plato in the Republic, to have real knowledge of something

RATIONALITY i3

(epistémeé) is to beable to ‘give an account’ of it {logon didonai). Thisseems
toinvolve being able to say clearly what the matter in question is. Rational
understanding is linked vo articulation.

This offers a possible interpretation of ‘rational® which we might see as
very important in our tradition: we have a rational grasp of something
when we can articulate it, that means, distinguish and lay out the different
features of the matter in perspicuous order. This is involved when we £y Lo
formulate things in language, which is why the Greek philosophical
vocabulary marks this inner connection beeween speech and reason, even
though at the time not very much was made of language itself as an objectof
philosephical enquiry.,

But if this is so, then theory and rationality are connected. The best
articulation of something is what lays it out in the most perspicuous order,
But for those matters amenable to theoretical understanding, the most
perspicuous order will be that from the disengaged perspective. This offers
a broader, more comprehensive grasp on things. Thus one might say: the
demands of rationality are ro go for theorerical understanding where this is
possible.

Wehave toadd thislastrider, because noteverything may be amenableto
theory. For instance, Aristotle thought that moral matters were not, in
which he saw himself as disagreeing with Plato. Burir may be possible to be
more or less rational in these matters as well, as indeed Aristotle believed
we could be. There may be a kind of perspicuous articulation which cannot
be theoretical, for example because disengagement does not make sense
here as a demand, but attaining which constitutes being rational.

But the connection between rational and theoretical is nore the less
close, if theoretical understanding is the most rational kind in its field, even
if it is not the whole of rationality.

1 think that we who live in a theoretical culture tend to find some view of
this kind plausible. And so we are tempted to judge other, atheoretical
cultures as ipso facto less rational. This is quite a distinct question from
finding them contradictory or inconsistent.

Indeed, the above understanding of rationality can show how consis-
tency can be a key criterion, without exhausting the force of the term. To
strive for rationality is to be engaged in articulation, in finding the appro-
priate formulations. Bur it is a standard intrinsic to the activity of
formulating that the formulations be consistent. Nothing is clearly artica-

lated with contradicrory formulations (unless one wants to claim that
being is itself subject to contradiction, a view which has well-known
defenders). So consistency is plainly a necessary condition of rationality,
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Bur within the context of our theoretical culvure, there are more than
these formal criteria of ranonality. Someone who flagrantly violares the
canons of theorenical discourse {or what are understood to be such), while
claiming rotalk about things and deseribe how things are, seems also to be
sinning against rationality. Of course, if the agent concerned is a member of
our culture, we can interpret this as contradicrory behaviour, For we
assume thatone among us who opens his mourh to describe understands hig
own activity as falling under the appropriate canons; to violate them is to
frusteate his ownends,

But the judgement of irrationality, or at least of lesser rationality, does
not-depend on contradiction. For we are tempted o judge as less rational
members of atheoretical cultures who plainly do notaccepr our canons —or
ar least may not, for it may not be at first sight as plain as all that what
canons they do accepr,

This brings us back to the Azande. We cannot jump to the conclusion
that they are ircational on the grounds that we have caught them in 3
contradiction which they persist in disregarding; but this is not because
they are playing some language game in which contradiction does not
matter. There may be such, but I find it hard to see how witcheraft
imputation could be one. Rather itis plausible that the apparent contradic:
tions could be ironed out if the peculiar nature of witches and witcheraft
were to be given theoretical description. We already have a hint of thisin
the Azande sense thar it all adds up somehow, which must underhie their
unconcern when Evans-Pritchard points to the seeming contradictions,
But of course, they are quite uninterested in working this out for Evans-
Pritchard or anyone else, as might the members of some theoretical culture
—the kind of thing that some of our cleverest ancestors did who went along
with the witch craze of early modern Europe. {And some of the intellectual
techniques are already in evidence in Zande in attempts to explain incor-
sistent poison oracle results.)

But their very disinterest creates an imputation of Jesser rationality in
our minds. From our pointof view, we feel like saying of them that they are
not interested in how things really are, outside how things function for
them in their world of social practices, They are not interested in justifying

what they say and believe from this broader perspective; from which

perspective, were they to adopt it, we believe that some of their central
tenets would collapse (and perhaps even from inner contradiction in some
cases),

This is the imputation which Winch rejects, on the grounds, if 1 can put it
my way, thatitis wrong to judge an athearetical culture by the standards of
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atheorenical one. And wrong in the sense of being a mistake, though there is
yndoubtedly some arrogance involved here as well. The activities engaged
in are different, and it would be wrong to assess them in the same way.

Others have argued that this thesis of incommensurable activities is
wrong-headed, and that the problem of rationality cannor be side-stepped
in this way. This is the issu¢ 1 would like to take up. Thus Winch in the
article quoted above goes on to take Alasdair Maclntyre to task for
claiming to be able to apply standards of rationality cross-culturally, This
would allow us to judge in certain cases that the practices of another culture
were deficient in rationality relative to the analogous ones in our culture;
and the practices of witchcraft would be a paradigm targer for this kind of
judgement.

Winch argues against this that standards of rationality may differ from
culture to culture; and that we have to beware of applying our standards for
a foreign practice where they may be entirely inappropriate. What lies
behind the difference in standards of radonality is the difference in
activities. Something quite different is probably afoot in a primitive
society’s practice of magic. There has been a tendency among modern
Western thinkers to understand magic as a kind of proto-technology, an
early attempt to get control over nature by less effective means than
scientifically informed rechnique. The primitive practice naturally suffers
from the comparison, and can éven be made to look irrational in its
resistance to refutation by the standards of modern seience.

Sir James Frazer offers the classical formulation of a view of this kind.
And although his Victorian confidence in his categories now seems to us
flat-footedly ethnocentric, it is not entirely clear that we manage to avoid
mare sophisticated variants of the same basic error, S0 Winch seems to
argue here: ‘Maclntyre criticizes, justly, Sir James Frazer for having
imposed the image of his own culture on more primitive ones; bur that is
exactly what Maclnryre himself is doing here.”

We should consider more seriously the possibility that we have quite
failed to understand what the point of the activity is. Zande magic may not
be just ‘a (misguided) technique for producing consumer goods’.* Rather
the rites may constitute a “form of expression’ through which the possibili-
ties and dangers inherent in life *may be contemplated and reflected on —
and perhaps also thereby transformed and deepened’. The rites ‘express an
attitude to contingencies’, while ar the same time “they are also funda-
mental to social relations’,

Y Ibid, poate: b b g aan,
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The judgement of lesser rationality seems to be based on a misunder-
standing. Itis not just itself mistaken; itis based onan approach which will
never allow us to achieve an adequate account of the foreign sociery
studied. The very nature of human action requires that we understand it, at
least initially, in its own terms; that means that we understand the descrip-
tions that it bears for the agents. It is only because we have failed to do that
that we can fall into the faral error of assimilaring foreign practices to our
own familiar ones,

MNow [ am attracted by this Winchian argument, but [ think there is
something still inadeguate about it as it stands. Somehow the contrast does
not quite come off. [t may sound convincing that the Azande are among
other things ‘expressing an attitude to contingencies’ in their magical rites.
Burt can we say that they are doing thisas agamst trying to control certain of
these contngendles? It would seem not. And Winch himself makes this
point: the rites have a relation to consumption; they are undertaken to
make the crops grow free of the hazards that threaten them, Winch’s thesis
is that they afso have this other dimension which he stresses.

That is why the position Winch criticizes always will have a certain
plausibility. We can all too casily find analogies between primitive magical
practices and some of our own, because they do overlap, Thusa lor of what
Robin Horton says in his ‘African traditional thought and Western
science™ concerning the analogies berween African religious thinking and
Western scientific theory is very convincifig: both bring unity out of
diversity, place things in a wider causal contesxt, and so on.

But this is beside the point which is really at issue. Only if the elaim were
that primitive religion and magic comprised a sev of activities clearly
distinct from and contrasted to those involved in modern science would the
very useful and illuminating points of the kind made by Horton constitute
a valid objection. Sometimes people who inveigh against ethnocentric
interpretations sound as though they are making a claim of this kind. For
instance, |. Beattic ('On understanding ritual’)® distingaishes practical
from symbolic or expressive activity, and argues that we ought to under-
stand ritual mainly as concerned with the second,

But to make this kind of clear contrast is, paradoxically, to be
insufficiently radical in our critique of ethnocentricity. For it describes the
difference berween the two societies in terms of a contrast between
activities that makes sense to us in virtue of our form of life, but would be

¥ in R Wilsen (ed.}, Bationallty {Oxford, 1972), pp. 131-71,
B In Wilson, Rationality, pp. 14o-48,
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unintelligible to the people whose form of life we are trying to understand.
It is a feature of our cvilization that we have developed a practice of
scientific research and its technological application from which the sym-
bolic and expressive dimensions have been to a great extent purged. The
seventeenth-century revolution in scientific thought rejected previously
dominant scientific languages in which what one can call an expressive
dimension had an important part, This was the case, for instance, with the
language of ‘correspondences’, in which elements in different domains of
being could be thought to correspond to each other in virtue of embodying
the same principle.

We have an example of this kind of thinking in a passage like the
following, which is an carly-seventeenth-century ‘refutation’ of Galileo's
discovery of the moons of Jupiter:

There are seven windows given to animals in the domicile of the head, through
which the airis admitted to the tabernacle of the body, 1o enlighten, to warm and to
r!aurish it. What are these parts of the microcosmos: Two nostrils, rwo eyes, TWo
ears and a mouth. So in the heavens, as in 2 macrocosmos, thereare two favourable
stars, two unpropitious, two lumminaries, and Mercury undecided and indifferent,
From this and from many ether similarities in nature, such as the seven metals, erc.,
which it were tedious to enumerate, we gather that the number of planets is
necessarily seven,”

The argument seems ludicrous to us today, and we are likely to remember
the scene in Berthold Brecht's Galileo, where the Paduan philosophers
refuse to look through his telescope, preferring to show by argument from
Aristotle that the moons could niot be there, What could be more irrational
from our point of view?

But of course the argument would make sense if we could be confident
that the world order was actually put together in such a way as to embody
the same set of principles in its different domains: just as when we enter an
airline washroom and see ‘No Smoking’, ‘Ne pas fumer’, and some inscrip-
tion in Japanese, we feel entitled to suppose that any account of how those
letter marks got there would have to incorporate some reference to the
speech act of instructing users to refrain from smoking.

But why should people feel confident of this? I think we can understand
this if we reach back into the past of aur own civilization, to which after all
this kind of reasoning belongs, and note the quite different boundaries that
were then drawn between activities: why must the universe exhibit some
meaningful order, in terms of which the contours of the parts could be

T8, Warhaft {ed.), Francie Bacom: A Selection af fis Works (Toronta, 1965 ), p. £7.
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explained? | think this becomes understandable if we see understanding the
universe and coming into attunement with ivas inseparable activities,

To see what this might invoelve, let us look at one of the interprétations of
Plato which was extremely influential in the development of the mode of
thought which underlies the above passage. Presented over-simply, we
could say thatit gives us a view of man as a rational animal; and rationality
as the capacity to grasp the order of being. To say that man is a rational
animal is to say that this is his telos, the goal he implicitly is directed
towards by nature, To-achieve it is to attain happiness and well-being, Not
to have attained it, orworse, noteven to be endeavouring to doso, is to bein
misery and confusion. There must be confusion, because properly under-
stood our nature can only turn us towards our proper goal. To know itis to
love it; consequently, to have anything else as a goal is to have imperfect
knowledge of our own nature, and hence of the order of things of which s
a part.

But then there is a close connection between understanding the order of
things and being in attunement with it. We do not understand the order of
things without understanding our place in it, because we are part of this
order. And we cannot understand the order and our place in it without
loving it, without seeing its goodness, which is what I want to call being in
attunement with it, Not being in attunement with it is a sufficient condition
of not understanding it, for anvone who genuinely understands must love
it; and not understanding it is incompatible with being in attunement with
it, since this presupposes understanding,

For anyone with this outlook there is a strong temptation to believe ina
meaningful order, or at any rate an order of things such that it could be
loved, seen to be good, an order with which we could be attuned. If this were
not the case, then there could not be a kind of understanding inseparable
from attunement; and this seems to threaten the close connection between
understanding the world and the wisdom of self-knowledge and self-recon-
ciliation. Those who see the world-order purely in terms of accident and
chanece are not thereby led to love it more or to be happier with themselves;
and this means they must be wrong, if knowledge and wisdom are closely
linked.

I am not here trying to reconstruct an argyenent of an influential pre-
maodern tradition of thought, leralone of Plato’s. [ am just trying to point to
a close connection between a certain view of the universe as meaningful
order and a conception of the close link between understanding and
attunement, or knowledge and wisdom. These stand in a relation of mutual
support. And if one stands inside an epistéme, to use Foucault’s term, which

T
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links them together, it becomes not ar all strained or unnatural to argue
along the lines of the above passage.

I may seem to have wandered a bit far in discussing a controversy three
centuries old, but all this relares closely to the main issue, For Grst it
allows us to see how the breaking of the connection berween understand-
ing and attunement was an essential part of the modern revolution in
science.” The conception of the universe as meaningful order, as a possible
object of attunement, was seen as a projection, a comfortimg illusion
which stood in the way of scientific knowledge. Science could only he
carried on by a kind of ascesis, where we discipline ourselves to register
the way things are without regard to the meanings they might have fc;r us,

And this discipline has become central to the norms and pracuice of
modern science. Our civilization is full of admonitions to avoid the facile
path of projecting on to the world the order of things which we find
satisfying or meaningful or flattering, with criticism for those who follow
this, and much self-congratulation on the part of those who believe they
do not. We are given early and often the edifying storics of Darwin or
Freud, who had the courage to face truths allegedly shattering to our
comforting images of cosmic hierarchy and our place in it, and they are
sometimes placed in a Trinity with Copernicus (or Galilen) for this
reason.

So it comes quite naturally to us to distinguish sharply between
scientific study of reality and its accompanying technological spin-off, on
one hand, and symbolic activity in which we try to come to terms with the
world on the other, This kind of contrast is one thar has developed out of
our form of life. But exactly for this reason, it is probably going to be
unhelpful in understanding people who are very different from us. It
certainly would not help to say, for instance, that ritual practices in some
primitive society were to be understood simply as symbiolic, thar s, as
being exclusively dirccted at attunement and not ar all ar practical con-
trol; or that the body of religious beliefs was merely expressive of certain
attitudes to the contingencies of life, and not also concerried with Eiving

" This is in important ways an aversimplification, It can’be argued thar one of the motives of
the rejection of the conceprion of the universe as meaningful order was theological, This
can be seen o some extent in Bacon's language — his talk of *Idols’ for instance — ot with
Mersenne, As was already evident earlier with nominalist thinkers i the later Middle
Ages, some saw o conceprion of the universe g self-justifying order as incompatible with
_rilm sovereignty and transcendence of the crearor, To see reality ‘without BUperstTion or
Imposture, ertor of confusion’, in Bacon's phrase (Novum Orgarem, | CXXIX), was to
help to pur aneself back in mune with God. But this meant dissolving the identity Ibmvm:
seientific undecstanding of the world and wisdom,
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an account of how things are. To this kind of pfssiFiun (if Flf'l}'ﬂ]']t‘.‘ really
holds it), arguments like those of Horton are a mrﬁc:_rnt :ms:;:r. il
But it is stll insufficiently helpful to say 5Inm|:th:nghm the ]_f e
ritual practices somehow comhipe the .practlcal E.md.t e !symCEr: tri.c o
may not be tarly untrue, but it is putting the point in f'ti']m:mu e
ZUAZE. Samebody might try to combine the two in our civ é iza .,_h Sl
could describe his attempt in these terms bupagsu_w& is:ngulzsﬂﬂn i
clearly. But the point about quite different SOEIE.IEE& is that the qu
least arises wherther this distinction has any sense for them,. o :
Here is where the example of the carlier phase of our cw:j nlzatmn n:- ng,;
help. Within the bounds of that epistéme undcrsrandl_ng and ;TT:E::;“
cannot be separated. You cannot kinow the order of tl'unlgf1 wulf? * amtﬁ
it. nor the other way around. The very attempt to ident -_..‘ .‘\Lip o
activities here, two different goals, would have to be based ona JU;L_ ;smn;
The difference berween the two phases is not that they hwe.m.a. f:- 1: er{z r
selections or combinanons out of the same ca_raicrgue ‘:"f ::lcti‘ﬂtl:th, r: tl; lteu
their very caralogues are different and, what is more, mr,l.olrr.umlnsunm '{M
I use this latter term to point to the fact lh:—ltl |_he actiyities are '1:,|i ;.n
different but incompatible in principle. Two activities are mg:umpitl. cmc
practice when as a matter of fact you could not carry on bc_-th actl ;lsa 2
time. This is a case fot football and chess, fr-x_r instance. The impossi ; :—:r ,r::
merely de facto. We could Imagine some I['Il.‘.Elf_‘dﬂ.‘:I]‘}' ii[hi::t:lc _Eemt:ime =
cmk']d-be figuring out how to put his opponent in check ri t es ;Ir;: Sty
he feints to get around the defence man and shoots for t ¢ gfra ﬁ st
we come to soccer and rughy foutba]ll, wchljml;.rc tu:]a a;:; ;:tt]., :;:1; e
i i in principle. For the rules which partly 2
:11::1:3::1131:: i:i:ionspin coitradictinn 1o cach other. Picking up the ball and
running with it is against the rules of SOCCEr. Loy
Something like this kind of relation holds berween prl.:! . z{;is
Galilean science. Giving an account in terms n? the cnrrespmjl ences iismd
not a valid move for modern sciuncel. Nothing has been accumpfhow
which can be recognized asan explanation. Presented .El.h an :Tc;m:n ti :inh, ¢
things are, it is-a ‘foul’;a violation of the canons nf sufme.. u;_.fﬁ ab‘;ve
was meantobehenas st e 40 S0 b of
. arening that the moons of Jupiter could nOLExist.
::J:c:: :::ré% thingg;s of which they would havetobeapa rt. This Twm_ﬂdlnfli}.r ;:z'l:;
cense if the order explained how things are as they are. Because the of

15 lude that
things expressed by the co rrespondences is explanatory, we conc

i ; : ies
the number of planets must be seven. It is because we know what underli

and explains what is, that we know whartis.
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Now the difficult thing about the relation of ritual magic in primitive
societies to some of the practices of our society is that it is clearly not
identical with any of our practices, nor is it simphy different, as other of
their practices — their gamies, for instarice — might be. Rather they are
incommensurable. They are different, yet they somehow occupy the same
spice.

If we focus just on the second aspect, at the expense of the first, we will see
the primitive practice as the same 45 one of ours; and then we will be
tempred to judge i as inferior, pechaps irrational, And 50 1o avoid ethno-
centric arrogance, we may be tempted to seize on the first aspect and forpet
the second. But then we have just as false a picture, for example practi-
tioners of magic as engaged in an exercise of pure symbolic expression,
rather as we do when we sing the national anthem. And au fond, we will
probably still be guilty of ethnocentricity, since we will be projecting on ta
them one of the things we do, which we have distinguished from science or
technology: this kind of pure symbolic activity, which is not meant to effect
anything, is a quintessentially modern thing.

The real challenge is to see the incommensurability, to come to under-
stand how their range of possible activities, that is, the way in which they
identify and distinguish activities, differs from ours. As Winch says, ‘we do
not initially have a category that looks at all like the Zande catepory of
magic’;" but this is not because their magic is concerned with ends quite
foreign o our society, but rather because the ends defined in it cut across
ours in disconcerting ways. Really ovércoming ethnocentricity is being
able to understand two incommensurable classifications.

What does this mean for our main issue, whether we can make judge-
ments of rationality cross-culturally? Winch's argument seemed to be that
such judgements were likely to be very dubious, because standards of
ratonality can differ greatly. And they differ because the activines con-
cerned are different. But when we look at the key cases that interest us, like
primitive magic, we find that the activities are not simply different, but
rather that they are incommensurable. And this seems to be Winch’s view
too, because he is far from subscribing to the simple view that primitive
magic is some purely expressive activity. Ifit were, we would already havea
category for i, for we have lots of purely expressive rituals: singing
anthems, striking the flag, erc.

But realizing this threatens to undermine Winch's conclusion. For in-
commensurable activities are rivals; their constitutive rules prescribe in

* Winch, ‘Understanding a primitive soviety’, p. 310
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contradiction to each other. Only where two activities are simply different
is there no question of judging one to be an inferior version of the other, and
perhaps in some cases inferior in rationality. That is what is tempting to the
anti-imperialist liberal conscience, wary of ethnocentrism, in a view which
assimilates magic to pure symbolic activity, It takes the hear off; we no
longer have o judge whose way of life is superior. Or if any judgements are
to be made, pre-technological societies seem to come off better because
their symbolic activity is so much richer than ours.

But incommensurable ways of life seem to raise the queston insistently
of who is right. It is hard to avoid this, since anyone seriously practising
magic in our society would be considered to have lost his grip on reality,
and if he continued impervious to counter-arguments, he would be thought
less than fully rational. How do you keep this judgement from extending to
the whole way of life in which magic fits?

One answer might be to argue that evén though incommensurable, the
activities still have their distinet internal eriteria of success; that therefore
each is bound to come off best by its own standards; and hence that one
cannot make any non-cthnocentric judgements of relative superiority.

If I can be permitted to revert once more to my example comparing two
phases of our theoretical culture, in order to cast light an comparisons
berween theoretical and atheoretical cultures, we can see what this would
mean. The science of the High Renaissance which Galileo and others
pulverized was concerned both with explaining how things are and with
wisdom. The Renaissance sage had a different ideal from the modern
scientific researcher’s. From our point of view within this culture, we may
want to argue that our science is clearly superior. We point to the
tremendous technological spin-off it has generated in order to silence many
doubrers.

But a defender of relativism might retort that this begs the question, We
are the ones who value technological cortrol; so to us our way is clearly
superior. But the sage did not value this, but rather wisdom, And this seems
to be a quality we are rather short of, and very often seem shortest of in
precisely those societies where technological control is atits greatest. 5o we
still do not seem to have a reason why a Renaissance sage, should one sull
exist, ought to listen o us, He would stll be scoring higher by bis criceria,
even as we are by ours. Each would be invulnerable to others.

Now, as a matter of fact, this argument seems historically inaccurate,
since many of the Agures of High Renaissance sciences, like Giordano
Brunoe, for instance, or John Dee, seemed 1o have very far-reaching
ambitions of technological achievement, of which producing gold out of
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baser metals is merely the mast notorious, It is true that these achievements
were also seen as having a spiritual dimension quite lacking in our modern
goal of technological control, but that is just the standard difference
between the two outlooks,

But this objection might seem of no great significance in principle, since
there certainly were earlier phases of Western history in which the Zi'L';E.:ll of
the sage had no close connections with that of the magus, or wonder-
worker. The in-principle point abour the impossibility of non-ethnocen-
tric judgements of superiority would go through r.-ﬂ:n though it might
break down adventitiously in this case.

But the point in fact bites deeper, It is not just an acadent that there are
no more Renaissance magiamong us. Thereis an inner connechion between
understanding the world and achieving technological contral which
x?'ght!}' commands everyone's attention, and doesn’t just justify our prac-
BICCS 1N OUT OWnh eyes,

. I realize I am running up against a widely held contemporary view, For
mstance, Mary Hesse in her “Theory and value in the social sciences™
speaks of prediction and control as ‘pragmaric’ criteria — as though we
could have chosen to assess our sciences by other ones! But | donot see how
this coulld be. To make a really convincing rebuttal is probably beyond my
powersin any circumstances, and certainly it is in the space | have here. But
let me say a few things in defence of my view,
. Qur ordinary, pre-scientific understanding of the world around us is
:mlicpambir from an ability to make our way around init, and deal with the
Lh;pgg init. Thatis why so much of our pre-scientific language identifies the
ﬁb]ll:c'rs surrounding us by their standard functions and uses in our lives
This goes, for _instnncc, for our words for most of eur artefacrs, and fnr-
many of the distinctions we mark among natural objects — for instance
between the edible and the non-edible, and so on. -
Iln th.&s:: circumstances, it is difficult to understand how an inerease in
scaientific knowledge beyond pre-scientific common sense could fail to vffer
pntentia] recipes for more effective practice. Once we see what properties
||Ie hﬂ'l‘tlnﬁ! and explain edibility, how can we fail to notice that the distine-
tion U..[JFIJIIES also in ways we had not suspected? Once we understand the
pri If].I:.'IFIiE:i underlying our ability to lift heavy objects in certain stances and
not in others, viz,, those of leverage, how can we fail to see that we can also
apply them o lift objects with other objects? And so on. The basic point is
that given the kind of beings we are, embodied and active in the world, and

|11} " L a7 5
In €, Hookway-and P, Pettit (eds), Action and Interpretation (Cambridge, 197g) P
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given the way that scientific knowledge exrends and supersedes our ordi-
nary understanding of things, it is impossible to see how it could fail to
yield further and more far-reaching recipes for action.

But further and more far-reaching recipes for action, when applied, are
what we call increased technological control. And this means that the
protagonist of modern science has an argument which the Renaissance
magus must listen to. One can almost put it in the form of a modus tollens:
there is not scientific advance withour increased techniological applica-
bility; but in your case, we see no increased technological application; so
you are making no advance. This is of course not a fully conclusive
argument, among other reasons because we had to shift from ‘applica-
bility’ to ‘application’ in moving from the first premise to the second. The
opponent could retort that he was not concerned about these applications,
unlike our degencrate consumer society, but that the recipes were being
generated none the less. (Once again, Lrepeat that this unconcern was not in
fact true of the magus, but this does not affect the argument.) But assuming
that this loophole could be plugged, or at least the opponent placed under
challenge to show what these recipes were, we have a prima facie convine-
ing argument in favour of the superiority of modern science,

Of course, the argument could break out at another level, around in just
what superiority had been proved. Certainly not i the way of life as a
whole, Perhaps, after all, it is beuer all things considered to live as a
Renaissance magus. But surely one could say that modern science repre-
sents a superior understanding of the universe, or if you like, the physical
umiverse. Let us suppose even thar the retort comes back, say from a
Platonist, that the physical universe is hardly an important thing to under-
stand, so why make all this fuss? We do not consider people who have
collected a great deal of insignificant knowledge as being scientific tyros;
for instance a man wha knew how many flies there were in Oxfordshire,
Surely we could then reply that Platonic reasons for finding this kind of
knowledge without significance are themselves belied by the success of our
science, The realm of the material was meant to be that of the flux; the
stable reality which can be grasped in truly universal propositions was
supposed to lie beyond. But the very technological success of ascience of the
miaterial based on general laws shows this view to be in serious need of
revision.

In short, there is a definite respect in which modern science is superior o
its Renaissance predecessor; and thisis evident not in spite of but because of
their incommensurability. The issue can be seen in this way. One view ties
understanding nature to wisdom and attunement, the other dissociates
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them. In this they have incompatible norms. This is whar makes the
incommensurability. But precisely because they are not simply different,
but are in principle incompatible, we can assess oneas superior to the other.
One can see, in this case, that the science which dissociares understanding
and attunement achieves greater understanding at least of physical nature,
And the interlocutor is forced to recognize that something has been
achieved here which at least creates a presumption against him and in
favour of the new science.

This is not to say that there is some common criterion by which one is
proved inferior to the other, if that implies some criterion already accepted
by both sides. The whole dimension of technological pay-off may have been
profoundly depreciated and considered irrelevant, as it was in the Platonist
tradition. But once a spectacular degree of technological control is
achieved, it commands attention and demands explanation. The
superiority of modern science 1s that it has a very simple explanation for
this: that it has greatly advanced our understanding of the material world.
It is not clear what traditional Platonism could say about this phenom-
enon, or where it could go for an explanation.

What we have here is not an antecedently accepted common criterion,
but a facet of our activity — here the connection between scientific advance
and technological pay-off — which remains implicit or unrecognized in
earlier views, but which cannot be ignored once realized in practice. The
very existence of the technological advance forces the issue, In this way, one
set of practices can pose a challenge for an incommensurable interlocutor,
nor indeed in the language of this interlocutor, but in terms which the
interlocutor cannot ignore. And out of this can arise valid transcultural
judgements of superiority.

Of course, I must repeat, there is no such thing as a single argument
proving global superiority, The dissocation of understanding of nature
and attunement to the world has been very good for the former. Arguably it
has been disastrous for the latter goal. Perhaps the eritics are right who hold
that we have been made progressively more estranged from ourselves and
our world in technological civilization, Maybe this could even be shown as
convincingly as the scientific superiority of moderns.!!

Buteven if it were, it would not refute this scientific sy perionty. ltwould
just mean that we now had two transcultural judgements of superiority;

" And certainly the nanural seience model dissociating undeistanding and attunement has
wreaked havoc in its successive misapplications in the sciences of man in the last few
centuries, Bur this again says nothing about its validicy as an approach 1o inanimare
fture,
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only unfortunately they would fall on different sides. We should be in a
cruel dilemma when it came to choosing the proper human form of life.
This may be really our predicament. Or it might be that we are superior in
both respects. Or some third alternative might be the case. Butwherever the
final global verdict falls, it does not invalidare bur rather depends on such
transcultural judgements,

What does this mean for transcultural judgements of rationality
between theoretical and atheoretical societies? It means, it seems to me,
that such judgements can be made, They can arise precisely where there are
incommensurabilities, such as between the set of beliefs underlying primi-
tive magic, for instance, and modern science.

Both offer articulations, they lay out different features of the world and
human action in some perspicuous order. In that, they are both mvelvedin
the kind of activity which 1 have argued is central to rationality. But one
culture can surely lay claim to a higher, or fuller, or more effective
rationality, if it is in a position to achieve a more perspicuous order than
another.

It seems to me that a claim of this kind can be made by thearetical
cultures against atheoretical ones. If one protests and asks why the theo-
retical order is more perspicuous transculturally, granted the admitted
difference between the aims of the activities compared, and granted tha
the two cultures identify and distinguish the activities differently, the
answer is thar at least in some respects theoretical cultures score successes
which command the attention of atheoretical ones, and in fact invariably
have done so when they met. A case in point is the immense rechnological
successes of one particular theoretical culture, our maodern scientific one.

Of course, this particular superiority commands attention in a quite
non-theoretical way as well. We are reminded of the ditry about nine-
reenth-century British colonial forces in Africa: ‘Whatever happens We
have got The Gatling gun, And they have not.” But as I have argued above,
technological superiority also commands attention for good intellectual
reasons. And it is not only through Gatling guns that theoretical eultures

have impressed others in time with their superiority, and hence become
diffused. They were spreading well before the explosion of modern
technology.

Once again, it may be that considerations which we in theoretical
cultures can no longer appreciate so overweigh the balance in favour of the
pre-theoretical ones as to make them offer the overall superior form of life.
But even if this were so, it would not invalidate the transcultural
comparisons we do make; and in particular the claim to a higher
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rationality, It would just overweigh these judgements with other more
important ones which told in the other direction.

What does this argument make of Winch's plurality of standards of
rationality? In a sense, L entirely agree that we must speak of a plurality of
standards, The discourse in which marters are articulated in dll-fEI.‘EH[
societies can be very different; as we can see in the Azande disinterest in
explaining away the paradox Evans-Pritchard put to them in witchcraft
diagnosis. The standards are different, because they belong to incommen-
surable activities, But where [ want to disagree with Winch is in claiming
that plurality does not rule out judgements of superiority. I think the kind
of plurality we have here, between the incommensurable, precisely opens
the door to such judgements,
| But does this mean that [ have to say Azande are irrational ? This seems a
foolish as well as an arrogant thing ro say. And so it is, because we naturally
make the difference between someone who is in violation of the basic
standards governing articulation in his own culture, and people of another
culture where the standards are different, even if inferior. The terms
"Err-&tianal’ we reserve for the first kind of case, That is why [ argued in the
first section that inconsistency lies at the basis of most of the accusations of
irrationality which we trade in our society.

But the concept of rationality is richer than this. Rationality involves
more than avoiding inconsistency. What more is involved comes out in the
different judgements we make when we compare incommensurable cul-
tures and activities. These judgements take us beyond merely formal
criteria of rationality, and point us toward the human activities of arricu-
lation which give the value of rationality its sense.



CHAPTER SIX

FOUCAULT ON FREEDOM AND
TRUTH

Foucault disconcerts, In a number of ways, perhaps. Bur the way [ want
to examine is this: certain of Foucault's most interesting historical
analyses, while they are highly original, seem to lie along already
familiar lines of critical thought. Thar is, they seem to offer an insight
into what has happened, and into what we have become, which at the
same time offers a critique, and hence some notion of a good unrealized
or repressed in history, which we therefore understand better how to
rescue.

But Foucault himself repudiates this suggestion, He dashes the hope,
if we had one, that there is some good we can affirm, as a result of the
understanding these analyses give us. And by the same roken, he seems
to raise a question whether there is such a thing as a way out. This is
rather paradoxical, because Foucault’s analyses scem to bring ea.fr'!sltra
light; and yet he wants to distance himself from the suggestion which
would seem inescapably to follow, that the negation or overcoming of
these evils prometes a good. .

More specifically, Foucault’s analyses, as we shall see in greater detail,
turn a great deal on power/domination, and on disguise/illusion. He
lays bare a modern system of power, which is both more all-penetrating
and much more insidious than previous forms. Its strength lies party in
the fact that it is not seen as power, but as science, or fulfilment, even
‘liberation’. Foucault's work is thus partly an unmasking.

You would think that implicit in all this was the notion of two goods
which need rescuing, and which the analyses help to rescue: freedom and
truth; two goods which would be deeply linked granted the fact that the
negation of one (domination) makes essential use of the negation of the
other (disguisel. We would he back on familiar terrain, with an old
Enlightenment-inspired combination. But Foucault seems to répulcliz'ate
both, The idea of a liberating truth is a profound illusion. There 15 no
truth which can be espoused, defended, rescued against systems of
power. On the contrary, each such system defines its own variant of
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rruth. And there is no ¢scape from power into freedom, for such systems
of power are co-extensive with human society. We can only step from one
to another.

Or at least, this 15 what Foucault seems to be saying in passages like the
following:

contrary to a myth whose history and functions would repay further study, teuth
sn't the reward of free spirits, ., . nor the privilege of those who have succeeded in
liberating themselves. Truth is a thing of this world: it is produced only by virtue
of multple forms of constraint, And it induces regular effeces of power. Each
soctety has its own régime of truth, its ‘general politics” of trurh: that is, the type
of discourse which it accepts and makes function #s troe .,

Is there confusion/contradiction here, or a genuinely original position?
The answer | want to offer cannot be put in a single phrase, but roughly, 1
think that there is some of bath, However, the nature of the combination
is not easy to understand,

I would like to examine this tssue in connection with some of the analyses
of Foucault's recent historical works, Surveiller et pronir and Histoire de la
sexualité® For the sake of my discussion, 1 want to {solare three lines of
analysis, each of which suggests, or is historically connected with, a
certain line of critique, but where in cach case Foucault repudiates the
latter. But T have ordered these analyses so that the argument arising from
them moves towards more radical repudiations. That 15, at first sight,
analysis 2 will seem to offer a reason for repudiating the good suggested
by analysis 1; and 3 will seem to offer a reason for rejecting the good
implicit in 2; only to be in turn rejected. Or so it would seem.

I
The first that | want to take up is the contrast drawn in Surveiller et punir
between modes of punishment in the classical age and today. The book
opens with a riveting description of the execunon of a parricide in seven-
teenth-century France. The modern is appalled, horrified. We seem to be
maore in the world of our contemporary fanarcal perperrators of mas-
sacre, the Pol Pats, the Idi Amins, rather than in that of the orderly process
of law in a civilized, well-established regime. Obviously something very

U Power/ Knowdedge (New York, 1o8a), p. 131,
b Surveiller ef priv (Paris, 19755 Histoire dela séxnalité (Paris, t976); vol. 1.
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big has changed in our whole understanding of ourselves, of crime and
punishment,

Bringing us up against this evidence of radical historical discontinuiry
i« what Foucault does superlatively well. For our eyes, the derails of the
execution of Damiens bespeak gratitous cruelty, sadism, Foucaul
shows thar they had another reason then. The punishment can be seen asa
kind of ‘liturgy” (‘la lirurgie des supplices’) 3 Human beings are seen as set
in a cosmic order, constituted by a hierarchy of beings which is also a
hierarchy of goods. They stand also ina political order, which is related to
and in a sense endorsed by the cosmic one. This kind of order is hard to
explain in modern terms, because it is not simply an order of things, but
an order of meanings. Or to put it in other terms, the order of things
which we see around us is thought to reflect or embody an order of Ideas,
You can explain the coherence things have in terms of a certain kind of
making sense.

Certain kinds of crime — parricide is a good example — are offences
against this order, as well as against the political order. They do not just
represent damage done to the interests of certain other individuals, or
even of the ensemble of individuals making up the sodiety. They represent
+ violation of the order, tearing things our of their place, as it were. And so
punishment is not just a matter of making reparation for damage inflic-
ted, or of removing a dangerous criminal, or of deterring others. The
order must be set nght. In the language of the time, the criminal fmust
make amenda honorable.

So the punishments have a meaning. 1 find Foucault convincing on this.
The violence done to the order is restared by being visited on the wrong:-
doer. Moreover this restoral is made the more effective by his participa-
tion in the (to us) grisly scenario, in particular his avowal. As Foucault
puts it, one of the goals was to ‘instaurer le supplice comme moment de
vérité'* Moreover, since the order violated includes the political order -
royal power in this case — and this order is public, not in the modern
Benthamian sense of touching the general interest, but in the older sense
of a power which essentially manifests itself in public space, the restoral
has to be enacted in public space. What to us is the additional barbarity of
making a spectacle of all these gruesome goings-on was an essential part
of whart was being effected in the punishments of that age.

1’atrocité qui hante le supplice joue donc un double réle: principe de la communi-
cation du crime avec la peine, elle est d'autre partI'exaspération du chitment par

+ Surpeller et proniv,p. 3. A fhid.op.a7
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rapport an crime, Elle assure d'uwn méme coup Péclar de la vérité ec celui du
pouvoir; elle est le rituel de I'enquéte gui s"achéve et la cérémonie of triomphe
l¢ souverain.’

It is clear that one of the things which makes us so different from the
people of that epach is that the whole background notion of order has
disappeared for us. This has been connected to, is in a sense the obverse
side of, the development of the modern identity, the sense we have of
ourselves as free, self-defining subjects, whose understanding of their own
essence or of their paradigm purposes is drawn from ‘within’, and no
longer from a supposed cosmic order in which they are set. But this is not
the whole story; it is not just that we have lost their backeround rationale.
It is also that a new notion of the good has arisen. This is defined by what
has often been called modern *humanitarianism’. We have acquired, since
the eighteenth century, a concern for the preservation of life, for the
fulfilling of human need, and above all for the relief of suffering, which
gives us an utterly different set of priontics from our forbears, Ir is chis,
and not just our loss of their background, which makes them seem to us so
barbaric,

Whart lies behind this modern humanitananism? This is a big and deep
story. No one can claim to understand it fully. But 1 have to go into ita
little, because his interpretacion of it is central to Foucanlt’s position. [
think one of the important factors which underlies it is the modern sense
of the significance of what I want o call *ordinary life’. I use this a5 a term
of art for that ensemble of activities which are concerned with the
sustaining of life, with its continuation and reproduction: the activities of
producing and consuming, or marriage, love and the family. While in the
traditional ethics which came to us from the ancients, this had merely
infra-strucrural significance (it was the first term in Anstotle’s duo of
ends: ‘life and the good life’ {zén kai enzén); a carcer (bios) concerned
with it alone put us on a level with animals and slaves), in modern times, it
becomes the prime locus of significance. j

In rraditional cthics, ordinary life is overshadowed by what are
identified as higher activities — contemplation, for some, the citizen [i e,
for others. And in medieval Catholicism something like this
overshadowing of ordinary lay life occurs relative to the dedicated life of
priestly or monastic celibacy. It was particularly the Protestant Reforma-
tion, with its demand for personal commitment, its refusal of the notion

5 Ibid., pp 59-60.
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of first- and second-class Christians (unless it be the distinction between
saved and damned), its refusal of any location of the sacred in human
space; time or rite, and its insistence on the Biblical notion that life was
hallowed, which brought abour the reversal. This reversal continues
through the various secularized philosophies. It underlies the Baconian
insistence on utility, and partly in this way feeds into the mainstream
humanism of the Enlightenment. It has obviously levelling, anti-aris-
tocraric potenaal.

Bur more than this, it has come, I would claim, to inform the entirery
of modern colture. Think for instance of the growth of the new under-
standing of the companionat¢ marnage in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries, the growing sense of the importance of emotional
fulfilment in marriage — indeed, the whole modern sense that one's
feelings are a key to the good life. This is now defined as involving
certain emononal experiences. If 1 can use the term ‘the good life' as an
absolutely general, ethic-neutral term for whatever is considered good-
/holy/of ultimate value on any given view, then 1 would want to say
thar the Reformation theologies, with their new stress on the calling,
made ordinary life the significant locus of the issues which distinguish
the good life. Ewzén now occurs within zén. And modern culture has
continued this.

This, | believe, is an important part of the background to modern
humanitarianism, Because with the ethics of ordimary life arises the
notion that serving life {and with later, more subjecrivist variants,
avoiding suffering) is a paradigm goal m iself; while at the same time
the suppoesed higher ends which previously trumped life — aristocratic
hariour, the sustaining of cosmic order, eventually even religious ortho-
daxy itself — are pragressively discredired.

This perspective would make one envisage the change in philosophies
of punishment since the seventeenth century as a gain; perhaps in other
respects also a loss, bur at least in this one respect as a gain. In other
words, it seems to contain a critique of the older view as based on a
mystification, 1n the name of which human beings were sacrificed, and
terrible suffering was inflicted. At least that has been the Enlightenment-
inspired reaction.

But Foucault doesn't take that stance ar all. Ultimarely, as is well-
known, he wants ro take a stance of neurrality, Here are just owo systems
of power, classical and madern. But at first blush, there seems to be 2

valwe reason For refusing the Enlightenment valuation, This lies in &

reading of modern humanitarianism as the reflection of a new system of

A
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domination, directed towards the maintenance and increase of *bio-
mass'. This is the second analysis, which 1 would like to look at briefly.

&

The picture is drawn, in both Surveiller et punir and volume 1 of Histoire
de la sexualité, of a constellation combining modern humanitarianism,
the new social sciences, and the new disciplines which develop in armies,
schools, and hospitals in the eighteenth century, all seen as the formation
of new modes of domination, In an immensely rich series of analyscs,
Foucault draws the portrait of a new form of power coming to be, Where
the old power depended on the idea of public space, and of a public
authority which essentially manifested itself in this space, which over-
awed us with its majesty, and relegared the subjects to a less visible statu g,
the new power operates by universal surveillance. It does away with the
naotion of public space; power no longer appears, it is hidden, but the lives
of all the subjects are now under scrutiny. This is the beginning of a world
we are familiar with, in which computerized data banks are ar the
disposal of authorities, whose key agencies are not clearly identifiable,
and whose modus operandi is often partly secret.®

The image or emblem of this new society for Foucault is Bentham's
Panopticon, where a single central vantage point permits the surveillance
of a host of prisoners, each of whom is isolated from all the rest, and
incapable of secing his watcher. In a striking image, he contrasts ancient
to modern society through the emblematic structure of temple and pan-
opticon. The ancients strove to make a few things visible to the many; we
try to make many things visible to the few, ‘Nous sommes bien moins
grees que nous ne le croyons,”

The new philosophy of punishment is thus seen as inspired not by
humanitarianism but by the need to control. Or rather, humanitarianism
itself seems to be understood as a kind of stratagem of the new growing
mode of control.’ The new forms of knowledge serve this end, People are

* Cf. the ancient idea of tyranny as power Fiding irself, as in the myth of Gyges,

P Surveiller ¢t prenir, p. 219, :

* Thus in explaining the taplanied rise of this new form, Foucaule says: “Take the example
of philanthrapy in the early nineteenth century: people appear who make it their business
ta involve themselves in other people’s lives, health, nutnidon, Beusing: then, our of this
confused ser of funcrions there emerge comuin personages, institutions, forms of know-
ledge: public hygiene, inspectars, sacial workers, psychologists (Power/ Knowledge, p.
62). Foueault is preciscly not claiming that there way a plot laid by anyone, The explana-
tory madel of history here seems ro be that cermain chings arise for a whole host of possible
reasons, and then get taken upand used by the emerging constellation, But what is clear is
that the dominating thrust of the consrellation which uses. them is not humaniraran
henificence but control, | will discuss this understanding of historical change below.
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measured, classed, examined in various ways, and thus made the _I:q:m;r
subject to a control which tends to nc:rma]i?.:]‘tmn,. lfl par_ncular,
Foucault speaks of the medical examination, arluj the various ki_nds of
inspection which arose on its model, as a key instrument in thas:'Thc
examination, he says, is at once ‘le déploiement de la force et I'érab-
lissement de la vérite’, _ :

Far from explaining the rise of this new tuchnﬂin}g}: of control in
terms of the modern idennty of man as an individual, l~m.ltcauh: Wants
to explain the modern notion of individualicy as one of its pmdur.:ts.
This new technology brings about the modern indw@uai as an objec-
tive of control. The being who is thus :)tamu'l‘ed, .measured,
categorized, made the targer of policies of m;rr.'nahzatmn, is the one
whoin we have come to define as the modern individual.” )

There is another way of contrasting modern power wuh the
classical. Foucault touches on it in Swrveiller et pronir bgt gers it out
more explicitly in later work."” The classical understanding of power
wurned on the notions of sovereignty and law. Much of Eur,hf modern
thought was taken up with definitions of 5avi:j;'eign[y anr.! legitimacy. In
part these intellectual efforts were deployed n the sr:nrmc‘ui the ew
centralized royal governments, which built up towards their apogee in
the ‘absolute’ monarchies of the seventeenth century. In part :hleylw:n:
concerned with the opposite movement, a definition of the hm:tls of
rightful sovereignty, and henee the rights of resistance of the sub]m:f.
At the limit, this line of thought issues in the post-Rousseauian defini-
tions of legitimate sovereignty as essentially founded on self-rule.

But in either case, these theorics present an IMABE of power as
turning on the fact that some give commands and t::h‘crs uh.eyj The.y
address this question in terms of law or right. Foucault's thES{s is that,
while we have not ceased talking and thinking in terms nf_ this model,
we actually live in relations of power which are quite d]fff:rent., and
which cannot be properly described in its terms. What is wneidfzd
through the modern technologies of control ‘is sum.ethtng quire
differcnt, in that (a) it is not concerned with law but with m:rrmai'-f-:v
ation. That is, it is above all concerned with bringing ghmtt a certain
result, defined as health or good function, whereas relative to any stch
goal, law is always concerned with ~what an:ck. calls .Eldﬁ-ﬂlns-
traints’. In fact, what has happened is a kind of mﬁhmt?m? of the
process of law itself by this guite alien species of control, Criminals are

*Ef. Power] Knowledge, p. 8. 10 g in ibid., chap. 5,
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more and more treated as “cases’ to be ‘rehabilitated’ and brought back ro
normal,!!

This change goes along with two others. Firse, (h) whiere the old law/
power was concerned with prohibitions, with instructions requiring
that we in some way restrict our behaviour to conform to them, the new
kind of power is productive. It brings abour a new kind of subject and new
kinds of desire and behaviour which belong to him, It is concerned 1o
form us as modern individuals.™ Second, (c) this power is not wielded by a
subject. It is essential to the old model that pawer presupposes a location
of the source of command. Even if no longer in the hands of the king, it
will now be located in a‘sovereign assembly, or perhaps in the people who
have the right to electit. In any case, the orders start from somewhere. But
the new kind of power is not wielded by specific people against others, at
least not in this way. It is rather a complex form of organization in which
weare all invelved.™

We still live in the theory of the old power, understood in terms of
sovereignty/obedience. But the reality we have is the new one, which
must be understood in terms of domination/subjugaton.” In political
theary, we still “need to cut off the king's head® '

New this second analysis may remind us of another impartant theme of
critical political theory, indeed, a central theme of Critical Theory (in
capitals), that of the link berween the domination of nature and the
dominarion of man. This is set out in perhaps its clearest form, and in one
of its most influential formulations, in Schiller's Letters on the Aesthetic
Education of Man (1975)." But it was taken up and continued in a varicty
of ways, and emerges as an explicit theme in the writings of the Frankfurt
School.

The basic notion is a critique of mainstream enhightenment humanism
with its exaltation of instrumental reason and an instrumental stance
towards nature, both within and without us, To objectify our own nature
and to try to bring it under the control of reason is to divide what should
be a living unity. It introduces a master within, in Schiller’s language, a
relation of domination internal to the person. The proper stance of reason
to nature is that of ardeulator. In expression = in Schiller’s formulation,
in beauty — nature and reason come to reconciliation.

The relation of domination within man, which is part of a stance of

" Swrveiller of prnir, p. 2aq. CF oviety of normalization’, Powwer! Knowledpe, p. 107,
1 Cf, the references to Mareuse and Poiver/ Kncioledge, pp. 53, 126.

" Power Knewledge, p. 140 points out the close link between (b) and (c),

W ibid., p. o6, 5 Thid.,p. r21. 15 Esp, letter 6.
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domination towards nature in general, cannot help engendering a domi-
nation of man by man. What goes on within must also end up happening
between men. Schiller’s account of this connection is via the breakdown
of a trie consensual community among atomic individuals which necess-
itates a regime of enforced conformity to law. But Foucault seems to offer
to the Schillerian perspective another connection {supplementing, not
replacing the fiest). The objectifying and domination of inner nature
comes about in fact not just through a change of attitude but through
training in an interiorization of certain disciplines. The disaplines of
organized bodily movement, of the employment of time, of ordered
dispositions of living/working space; these are the paths by which
objectification really takes place, becomes more than a philosopher's
dream, or the achievement of a small elite of spiritual explorers, and takes
on the dimensions of a mass phenomenon,

But the disciplines which build this new way of being are social; they
are the disciplines of the barracks, the hospital, the school, the factory, By
their very nature they lend themselves to the control of some by others. In
these contexts, the inculcation of habits of self-discipline 15 often the
impaosition of discipline by some on others, These are the loci where forms
of domination become entrenched through being interiorized.

Seen in this way, Foucault offers the Frankfurt school an account of the
inner connection between the domination of nature and the domination
of man which is rather more detailed and more convineing than what they
came up with themselves. It is the measure of the great richness of his
work that this ‘gift' is not at all part of his intentions. On the contrary,
Foucault will have nothing to do with this Romantic-derived view of the
oppression of nature and our ‘liberation” from it.

Once again, this seems ultimately to be a matter of his Nietzschean
refusal of the notion of truth as having any meaning outside a given order
of power. But once again, there looks to be a more immediate, value-
related reason. This comes out in the third analysis, which is the subject of
the Histoire de la sexualité,

3
Central to the Romantic nation of liberation is the notion that the nature
within us must come to expression. The wrong stance of reason is that of
objectification, and the application of instrumental reason: the right
stance is that which brings to authentic expression what we have within
us. In accordance with the whole modern rehabilitation of ordinary life,
of which the Romantic movement is heir, one of the crucial aspects of this

A

FOUCAULT ON FREEDOM AND TRUTH 1671

inn.cr nature which must be articulated is our nature as sexual beings
T_in.-re is a truth of this; an authentic way for each of us to love. This is:
distorted by custom, or the demands of power external to us: in ‘more
modern variants, it is distorted by the demands of the L‘ﬂ'p]'ta;i:'.l work-
ethic, or the disciplines of a bureaucratic society. In any case, whatever
the distorting agent, it needs to be liberated, and coming to true expres-
sion is both a means and a fruit of ths liberation. |

Foucault aims to dismantle this whole conception, and show it to be
thorough-going illusion. The 1dea thar we have a sexual nature, and thar
we can get at it by speech, by avowal — perhaps with the help of expers —
Foucaulr sees as an idea with deep roots in Christian ¢ivilization. It links
together earlier practices of confession, through counter-reformation
practices of self-scrutiny (and also reformed ones, naturally; bur Foucault
tends to be more familiar with French Catholic sources) to Freudian
psycheanalysis, the ‘ralking cure’. We live in “une société singulierement
avouante’.'” But this idea is not the statement of a deep, culture-indepen-
dent truth about us. Ivis racher one of these ‘truths’ which are produced by
acertain regime of power. And in fact, itis a product of the same regime of
power _thruugh the technology of control that we have just been
examining.

Fougault’s idea seems t be that the notion thar we have a sexual nature
is itself a product of those modes of knowledge designed to make us
objects of control. Our acceprance that we have such a narure makes us an
object of such control. For now we have to find it, and set our lives to
rights by it. And finding it requires the ‘help’ of experts, requires that we
put ourselves in their care, be they the priests of old or the psychoanalysts
or social workers of today, And part of putting ourselves in their hands is
our avowal, the requirement that we go on trying to say what we are like
whar our experience is, how things are with us. ‘

This whole idea turns out to be a stratagem of power. It helps the cause
of cantrol partly in that it presents us as enigmas who need external help
to-resolve ourselves; and partly in thar it has created the very idea of sex.
Maot, of course, the desire; the instnct, but the undersr;mdin,;_r, of sexuality
as the lucus_nF a crucial fulfilment for ourselves as human beings, This
self-understanding in terms of an enigmatic nature requiring expression
I?as made us into modern sexual beings, where a key element of the good
I!fe is somé kind of sexual fulfiliment, The question of the meaning of our
life is bound up with the authentic nature of our sexual longing. *La

" Histotre de lo sexualite, p. 79.
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question de ce que nous sommes, une certaing pente nous a conduits; en
quelques siécles, a la poser au sexe. Et, non pas tellement au sexe-nature
{élément du systéme du vivant, objet pour une biologie), mais au sexe-
histaire, ou sexe-signification, au sexe-discours, '

And this makes us olyects of control in all sorts of wavs which we
barely understand. The important thing to grasp is thar we are nor con-
trolled on the old model, through certain prohibitons being laid on us.
We may think we are paining some freedom when we throw off sexual
prohibitions, but in fact we are dominated by certain images of what it is
to b a full, kealthy, fulfilled sexual being, And these images are in face
very powerful instruments of control, We may think of the contemporary
wave of sexual permissiveness as a kind of ‘revolt of the sexual body”. But

What is the response on the side of power? An economic {and pechaps also
ideological) exploitanion of eroticisation, from sun-tan products to pornographic
films. Responding precisely to the revolt of the body, we find 2 new mode of
mvestment which presents itself no longer in the form 'of control by repression but
that of control by samulavion. ‘Get undressed — but be slim, be good-looking,

&l
ranned!"!

The ruse is diabolic. The whole idea that we are generally too sexually
repressed, and need above all liberation; that we need to be able to talk
more freely, that we need to throw off tabus and enjoy our sexual nature:
this is not just another of those illusions which makes us see power always
in terms of prohibitions. In fact the self experience whereby we have a
sexual nature which is held down or confined by rules and rabus is itself a
crearion of the new kind of power/ conerol. In going for liberation, we see
ourselves as escaping a power understood on the old model. Burin fact we
live under a power of the new kind, and this we are not escaping: far from
it, we are playing its game, we are assuming the shape it has moulded for
us. It keeps us tied to the whole 'dispositif de sexualité’.*®

The very idea of modern sexuality thus develaps as part of technologies
of control. It is ar the hinge where two axes of such development join."!

W i Tz, W Power| Knieeledye, p. 57

W CE the reterence to Wilhelm Reich in Histoire de la sexualitd, po 173, This analysis
obviously has parallels ro Marcuse's about ‘repressive de-sublimanon’, and this just
underlines the point above shout the possible unility of Foucaulr's analysis for critical
theory. Bur the crucial difference remains, thar Critical Theary stavs within the notion of
liberation through true expression, while Foucault denounces this. Henee the critigque of
Marcuse (Power/ Knowledge, p. s9) for thinking of power stll purély in terms: of
FEPTERSION.

M Hiseive de Lo sexualits, po g,
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On one hand, it is related 1o the disciplines of the body; on the other. to
t.h.? regulation of populations. It serves the preservation and exrension of
I:t?as the 'bio-mass’, which is the over-riding direction of much modern
policy,

Il

Let me try to sum up the discussion of the three analyses of Foucault, 1
have been trying through them to get to the point where we can see the
break in Foucault's thought, the point which disconcerts, where he adaprs
a Nietzschean-derived stance of neutrality between the different his-
torical system of power, and thus seems to neutralize the evaluations
».I-.rhi::h arise out of his analyses. In analysis 1, he opposes the classical
liturgical idea of punishment to the modern ‘humanitariar’ oneg. And
relfm_;cs to value the second over the first. But this refusal is over-derer-
mined, in a sense, It doesn’t seem to depend only on the bortom-line
Nierzschean stance of neutrality, but also on his concrete reading of this
*humanitarianism’, which is seen asa growing svstem of control,

And so we have analysis 2, which seems to give us an evaluational
reason for refusing the evaluation which issues from analysis 1. But the
evaluation on which this depends would be something akin o the
Schilterian/ Critical Theory notion that modern discipline has repressed
our own natures and constituted systems of domination of man by man
and this evaluation is also repudiated. Onge again, though, we seem t:::
have an over-determined judgement. It is not a pure case of Nietzschean
?eur_raii‘ry, For there is another reason to refuse this whole Romantic-
:n:spzrr:d notion of liberarion from the domination of nawsre within and
wnhc_nut. And that is that the ideology of expressive liberation, particu-
larly in connection with sexual life, is itself just a strategy of power, This
is analysis 3.
~ And so we come to the bottom line. What about the evaluation which
seems to fow from 32 This would offer us some idea of a liberation, but
not via the correct or authentic expression of bur natures, It would bea
liberation from the whole ideology of such expression, and hence from
the mechanisms of control which use this ideology. It would be a liber-
ation which was helped by our unmasking falsehood: a liberation aided
by the truth,

In short, it would be something which had certain parallels to the
Romantic-originating notion. We would achieve liberation from a
system of control which operates in us largely through masks, disguises
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and false pretences. It operates by inducing in us & certain self-
understanding, an identity, We can help to :_hmw it fuff partly by
unmasking this identity and the manner of its implantation, and thus
cease to be accomplices in its control and shaping of ourselves.

This would be a noton of liberation through the truth, parallel o
the Romantic-derived one, but different in that it would see the very
notion of ourselves as having a true identity to express as part of the
dispositif of control, rather than as what defines our liberation. _

Now the offical Nierzschean stance of Foucault would refuse this
value-position as well. And here, at last, we would be at the pure case,
where the refusal was not over-determined, but depended purely on the
Nietzschean stance. But can he do it? Does he really d':f i? ‘n.'(_"har does
it mean to do it? These are the central questions whlush iIIE'IIS‘E_al'IﬂL?t
Foucault's repudiation of the goods '._-.rhich seem 1Irnpl:cu in his
analyses. And this is the righe place to pose these questions, where no
extraneous considerations, no other possible value-positions muddy the
WALEFS.

Does he really do it? Even this is not so clear. There are moments
where some notion of liberation seems to peek through. It is true P]
that he repudiates the notion of liberation through thel truth: la vErité
n'est pas libre, ni erreur serve. But latcrlrhen..' 1?'; thfl}Eml of 13
possible pomt d'appui for at least a relative frecing: Contre e
dispositif de la sexualité, le point d'appui de h cc{::lrrc—attaque ne d:lt
pas érre le sexe-désir, mais les corps et les pi;ug;rs. 1+ What cxfz;:ti;v this
could mean | want to discuss later, But here, | just want to point to th
implication that once one has rejected the f.-_ai'se ided of u’h‘bemrmn:
through the truth of one’s natural sexual desires [Eclscxe-desrrl}. there
remains something else it can be founded on. In this connection, we
might also mention the passages where Fnuc?u]r mllks about the need
for a kind of revolutionary practice which did not just r::!deuce the
forms of control which exist in the structures against which they are
rebelling, ™ . i

But the questisn | would like to explore here is: can he do it? By that
| mean: what can be coherently said in this domain? Just how much
sense does a Nietzschean position make? _ 5

Before 1 do this, | want just to mention another line of critique that
one could take up against Foucault, but that 1 do not want to pursue
here. Foucault's analyses are terribly one-sided. Their strength is their

ol 1 o R B Iid., p. 2ok B Penper| Knoopledae, pp, 6o, 61.
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insightfulness and originality, in bringing usually neglected aspects to
light. The weakness is that the other aspects seem denied aleogether. We
can'see this with the three analyses above.

[ aleeady mentioned with analysis 1 how Foucault reads the rise of
humanitarianism exclusively in terms of the new technologies of control,
The development of the new ethics of life is given no independent signifi-
cance. This seems to me quite absurdly one-sided.

In the second analysis, the rise of the new forms of discipling is seen

exclusively in its relation to domination. Onece agam, | think there 15 2
mine of valuable historical insights here. Foucault has filled in, as |
mentioned above, some of the background which Critical Theory always
supposed, but did not adequately work out. But Foucault has missed the
ambivalence of these new disciplines. The point is, they have not only
served to feed a system of control. They have also taken the form of
genuine self-disciplines which have made possible new kinds of collective
action characterized by more egalitarian forms of participation. This is
not & new discovery. It is a truism of the civic humanist tradition of
poliical theory thar free participatory institutions require some
commonly accepred self-disciplines. The free citizen has the vertu to give
willingly the contribution which atherwise the despot wonld coerce from
him, perhaps in some other form. Without this, free institutions cannot
exist. There is a tremendous difference berween societies which find their
cohesion through such common disciplines grounded on a public identity,
and which thus permit of and call for the participatory action of equals,
on one hand, and the multiplicity of kinds of society which require chaing
of command based on unquestionable authority on the other.

Aside from the moral differences, there are also differences in efficacy,
which Machiavelli examined, particularly military, Modern history has
been shaped by striking examples of the citizen military, from the New
Model Army to the Israeli Defence Forces. This is really too big a phenom-
£non to ignore,

The point is that collective disciplines can function in both ways, as
structures of domination, and as bases for equal collective action. And
they can also slide over time from one to the other. It can be argued that
some of the disciplines which helped to found the societies based on
contract and responsible government in earlicr times, which represented a
great leap forward in egalitarian politics, are now serving bureaucratic
modes of irresponsible power which are sapping our democracy. | think
that there is a lot in this. And undoubtedly the fecling that something like
this is happening adds plausibility to Foucault’s analysis, at first blush.
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Bur on reflection, we can see thar Foucault's notion of modern power
incapacitates us from understanding this process.

That is because we cannot understand modern bureaucratization unless
we see how collective disciplines can function both for and against
despotic control. The threatened degeneracy of modern mass democracies
15 a sfide from one of these directions to the other. We will never see what
is going on if we think of the disciplines as having their exclusive
histarical and social significance in forms of domination.

Foucault's atcraction is partly that of a terrible simplificatenr. His
espousal of the reversal of Clausewitz’s aphorism, which makes us see
politics as war carried on by other means,*’ can open insights in certain
situations, But to make this one’s basic axiom for the examination of
modern power as such leaves out too much. Foucault's opposition
between the old model of power, based on snvereignry;"nhn:diencc, and
the new one based on domination/subjugation leaves out everything in
Western history which has been animated by civic humanism or anal-
ogous movements.”* And that means a massive amount of what is specific
to our civilization. Without this in one’s conceptual armoury, Western
histary and societies become incomprehensible, as they are for that reason
to so many Russians (like Solzhenitsyn).

In the third analysis, Foucault is certainly on to something in the claim
that sexual desire has been given exceptional importance in Western
civilization, and that in the very attempts to contrel it, neutralize it and
go beyond it. He is certainly right to point to the Christian roots of this.
Again, we can appreciate the force of the point that we have somehow
been led to place a tremendous weight of significance on our sexual lives
and fulflment in this culture, more than these can bear. Bur then to
understand this simply in terms of technologies of control (1 am not sure
whether Foucault really does this; | await eagerly the second volume of
Histoire de la sexwalité to find out) leaves out its roots in the
theologies/ethies of ordinary life, in the Christian concern for the quality
of the will, which Foucault himself rightly sées as basic vo this.*” And 1o
reduce the whole Western, post-Romannc business of rying to save

B fhid,, p.yoyseealso Histoire de fe sexualied, po 123,

I The sovereagity model is smeant to cope with the rehellion against despotic power and the
rise of representarive insprutions, Buorin face 1t can only illummate is Lockean aspect.
The civic humsanist aspecr precisely cannor be put in terms of who is giving orders o
whom. The concepe of sovereignty cannot be integrated without strain in this form of

thoughe.

2 London Reviene of Books {21 May=3 June 1981), p. 5.
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oneself to an artefact of such a technology of control approaches ab-
surdity. That the aspiration to express one's true hature can become a
mechanism of control is indeed true, and Foucault can offer insights on
this. But just as in the case of bureaucratization above, you incapacitate
yourself to understand this becoming if you conceive it from the begin-
ning as essentially being control,

il

But | am less interested in hammering this line of critique than in seeing
what can be coherently said in this area. I think Foucault's position is
ulimately incoherent, but that this escapes detection because the points
where it falls into contradiction are misidentified as new and deeper
formulations of what many would recognize as valuable insights. | would
like to explore this under three heads,

L

First, the idea of power without a subject. There are a number of inter-
esting ideas here, of which two are especially important for this discus-
sion, (i) Foucault is serting aside the old model, where power is a matter of
one person (group) exercising sovereign control over another; where some
give orders and others obey, where some impose their wills on the others,
This is usually conceived as a relation alongside the others — social,
economic, familial, sexual, erc. = that people stand in with each other;
conditioned by and conditioning the others, but distinet from them. On
the contrary, the power Foucault is interested in is internal to. intrinsic to
these other relations. One could say thar it is constitutive of them, that
built in to the very understanding of the common activity, or goods
sought, or whatever forms the substance of the micro-relation, are forms
of domination.”® Thus the doctor-patient relation is defined by a
supposed common goal, constituted by a stance of helper on the part of
the professional, and a recognition of need on the part of the patient. But
this coming together in a common goal is inseparable from a relation of
power, founded on the presumption that one knows, and that the other
ll'ms an overwhelming interest in taking advice. The relation of force is
mtegral to the common goal as defined.

This is a relation of power, but it cannot be conceived on the Hobbesian
model. It is rare that a doctor can/wants to wreak his arbitrary and

M Mistoire de la sexmalite, PR 133=4.
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unrestrained will an his patient. Both parties are cnns:railnt_d in a sense blw,-
the common understanding, the common activity. Burwithin this, there is
a domination on the part of the doctor. _ _
This helps us to understand another difference Ir‘nm the i'iubbes:a_n
model; frequently, in this kind of situation, the dn.mmated conperate in
their subordination. They often come to interiorize the norims of F11c
commuon activity: they go willingly. They are utterly unaware uf.a reiatlmn
of domination, Foucault’s example is the ideclogy of sexual liberation,
whese we play along unwittingly with a technology of contral, even as we
are ‘lerting it all hang out’. . . .
And we can see from this, also, how this kind of re]atmnshiplcan permit
reversals. There is not necessarily a continuimg identity of dominators and
domiriated over time, There was for instance an gnscsnblc of father,
mother, educator and doctor consrirured inthe ninrl:_ef:n th century around
the control of the child’s sexuality. The original relation puts thnf dm:_tnr on
top, offering ‘advice’ to parents, who are in turn .cnmmihn_g their ch_ﬂdre;:_
But later, the relation of psychiatrist to child is the basis on which the
adult’s sexuality is called into question.™ . .
(i) But Foucault is also putting forward another thesis under this Ihcad_,
one about the relations of micro- to Macro-CONLEXIs of power. It 1s not
entirely clear what this thesis is, becauseir s» stated somcv_.vh':zr differently in
different places. But the baldest statement1s perhaps this: ‘que le pouvolr
vient d’en bas’.? This seemis to mean that we cantiot hnpe to f:xpiam the
local ‘rapports de force’ interms of some global rclangn ut.dqc-m mamrfa and
domiriated. This is not to say that there may not IJ-';: idumma_blc c!ass::s or
groups of those who are ‘on top’, or ‘on the bottom arany given time. But
we have to explain this division in rerms of the c?mhmatn:.:m, alignments,
mutual effects, oppositions, side-effects, erc, which the micro-contexts of
domination produce on each other and with each other. Or pe rha_ps better,
we have to allow for a circular relation, in which the glmn-.:l nl}gnm:nts,
which become coneretized in, say, political or military msmutmns: Eorh
result from and have repercussions on the micro ‘rapports de forces’.
The grand strategies of the m acm-:nntexr&—;tatu, ruling class, or W !'m.t-
ever — form the context in which the micro-relatmns:. come to .he, moch.{;-r m;
reproduce themselves, while reciprocally these provide r_hc s._m] and pointo
anchorage for the grand strategies. Thus, more rhgn saying that [Imwc;
comes from the bottom, we should say that there is endless relation o
reciprocal conditioning berween global and micro-contexts.

- lhd, poa3i. 0 fhid., p. T24 W ., pps T2
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Foucault's targer in this thesis is plainly Marxism, even as he rejects the
Hohbesian madel with the other. It is a mistake to take the relations of
opposition at one level as explanatorily basic. That is whar Marxism
dioes: It is the global class struggle and its exigencies which are used to
explain the way people square off in the micro-contexts, of family,
factary, professional association, and so on. There is a widely accepred
view that we ought to explain, for example, the incarceration of the mad
in the sixteenth century, or the repressive mterest in infantile sexuality in
the ninereenth century, in terms of the requirements of the rising bour-
geots economy, Foncaulr rejects this. Rather the relation was that these
contexts of domination developed in their own fashion, and were then
takenup and used by the macro-context of domination. They ‘came to be
colonized and maintained by the global mechanisms and the entire state
system,” in which the bourgeoisie was hegemonic,

So far, so clear, Indeed, we mighr be tempred to sav: so far, 5o true. Bur
now there is a third thesis under this head which Foucault also seems to be
propounding, Perhaps this is a good statement of it: *que les relanons de
pouvoir sont 4 la fois intentionnelles et non subjectives’.’* What Foucaulr
seems to be-affirming here is that, aside from the particular conscious
purpose which agents pursue in their given context, there is disconcer-
nible a‘strategic logic of the context itself, bur chis cannot be atributed to
anyone as their plan, as their conscious purpose. As he puts it o
Power/ Knowledge, talking of the kind of history he writes, ‘the co-
herence of such a history does not derive from the revelation of a project,
but from the logic of opposing stravegies”,

Strategies without projects; this wauld be a good formula 10 describe
Foucault's histotiography. Besides the strategies of individuals, which are
their projects, there is a strategy of the context. The whole constitution
and ‘mainteénance of the modern system of control and domination i§ an
example. Foucault speaks of its growth and self-maintenance in strategic
terms, He speaks of power using cerrain straragems, or certdin points of
purchase. Thus in describing the reversals which occur as power and the

resistance to it each take up each other’s instruments, he gives rhis
example:

Power, after investing itself in the body, finds itsclf exposed to a counter-artack in
that same body, Do you recall the panic of the institutions of the social body, the
doctors and politicians, at the idea of non-legalized cohabitation (P 'wtos libre ) or

S Powwerf Kaotwldedge, p. s4—1at, Y Miseoire de la sexealité, povzyg,
3 Porwer! Knowdedpe, po 61,
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frer abortion? But the impression that power weakens and vacillates here is in fact

mistaken; power can retreat here, re-organize irs forces, imvestitself elsewhere ...
Lh]

and so the battle continues,

This noton of global straregies is essential 1o Fuucau}t‘ls reverse
Clausewitzian thesis that we are engaged in perpetual war. Thu.s is nOt just
the banality that there is much strife and rivalry among individuals. It is
the thesis that there is a continuing struggle fraversing tht'.L‘l'H'l[EXE in
which we are all caught up. The use of the term ‘strategy’ in Foucault
recovers its full original erymological force. 1 .

It is this third thesis which makes no sense, in Foucault's version, 1
stress this last phrase, because it would be quite wrong to say that no
thesis of this kind makes sense. On the contrary, we can think uf. good
examples where it makes sense o attribute a _'purpi}sl.'f!:ﬂ!'lt'ss wi.ﬁ;m:_
purpose’ to history, or atleasta logic to events without fivsllgn. Let ual 0o
at some examples, in order to see whatis r—:rqum?d by th%s kind ot :mp ana-
tion. (a) We can recognize a certain purposefulness in people’s action
where their motivation and goals are unacknowledged or perhaps
unacknowledgeable, An example would be the (1 r_hink prnfuund]_ Dos-
tovevskian analysis of modern political terrorism n terms of pmg.ected
suif-hatred and the response to a sense of emptiness. These purposes are
not only unacknowledged, they could not be ackm?wledged w1rhclaut
undermining the whole enterprise, which depends cmf;t:ﬂly on the notion
that one is acting out of purely political-strategic c-::-n%ldcratmm. B_ut th;y
might explain certain systematic features of terrorism better than the
overly avowed goals. . |

{b) Then there are theories of unintended but systematic cfrnﬁ_r:-;!uc?ccs‘
such as ‘invisible hand’ theories, that is, theories where the sitnation isso
constitnted that individual decisions are bound to concarenate in a
certain systematic way. The best known example is the (malign) |nvl:s1ifie
hand account of capitalism by Marx. The structure of a capitalist
sconomy is that individual decisions have to concatenate mwnrld.s arjlE
ever-greater polarization, immiseration of the masses, concentration o
capital, falling rate of profit and so on. _ . ! :

(c) There are unintended consequences thcuﬂEslwh:.ch touch on t f.i
results of collective action, and not just the ccmb}nn:mn of _mdwnlzlula
actions. As an example, we can perhaps see a certain pattern in Lenimist
politics whereby the possibilities of dumlu?‘icrn and a move mw:frds pc-la:‘;
ricipation are more and more resericted. This is a consequence unintenace

¥ [bid, p. 56,
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by Leninist parties at the ourser, but it could perhaps be shown thar it
follows ineluctably from their model of mass mobilization, which
systematically ends up destroving the bases for devolved power. The
tragedy would be thar a movement aimed at liberation and radical demo-
cratization should end up destroying these more effectively than pre-
decessor regimes,

[ am citing these types and examples to illustrate my main point, which
is thar purposefulness without purpose requires a certain kind of explana-
tion o be ntelligible, The undesigned systematicity has to be related to
the purposetul action of agents in a way that we can understand, This is a
requirement which the above kinds of explanation try to fulhil. The reason
for this requirement is that the text of history, which we are trying 1o
explain, is made up of purposetul human action. Where there are patterns
in this action which are not on purpose, we have o explain why action
done under one description on purpose also bears this other, undesigned
descriprion. We have to show how the two descriptions relate. A strategic
pattern cannot just be left hanging, unrelared to our conscious ends and
projects.

It is a mistake o think that the only intelligible relation berween a
pattern and our conscious purposes is the direct one where the pattern is
consciously willed. This is a hang-up which did come down to us from
classical Cartesian-empiricist views of the mind., Foucault is right to
ridicule it: ‘ne cherchons pas "état-major qui préside a sa rationalité’ (s,
die pomvoir).' Bur this must not be confused with the explanatory
requirement outlined above. It is certainly not the case that all parterns
issie from conscious action, bur all patterns have to be made ftelligible
in relation to conscious action.

Now Foucault not only does not meet this requirement; it is difficult to
see how he could without abandoning some or other part of hus declared
position. We could explain the constitution of the growing system of
technologies of control, if we could understand it (on model {a}) as meer-
ing the (largely unacknowledeed) purposes of some group. But this
Foucault could novdo without geing back on his thesis (i), thar chere is
no prionty here of explanation in terms of the interest of some dominant

class, The system has to arise out of the micro-contexts in which people
act and react, It would be even worse for his case if the ‘group’ whose
interest of purposes was the motor of change was co-terminous with
saciety at large, or at least widely distributed within it; for then the

W Histarre de fa sexaalind, p. 125,
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changes would be thought of as largely self-wrought, and a problem
might arise about interpreting these as relations of dommation. The same
difficulty with thesis (i) rules out explanations on model (¢}, in terms of
the unintended consequences of collective action (which might itself be
motivated by partly unacknowledged purposes).

In order 1o stick by (i) in this case, we would need some account on
model (b}, where micro-reactions concatenate in this systematic way. |
don't say something like this cannot be found, but 1 am at a loss to say
even where one should start looking for it. And Foucault doesn't even feel
the need o start looking.

This is not to say that there is a difficulty with Foucault’s thesis (ii) in
principle. On the contrary, there are obviously lots of aspects of social life
in which this reciprocal play of micro-practice and global strucrures, each
producing (largely unintended) consequences for the other, is the right
explanatory model. The problem arises only when one combines this with
Foucault’s very strong claims to systematicity, in the idea that there are
pervasive strategies afoot which condition the battle in each micro-
context, that ‘power’ can ‘retreat’ or ‘re-organize its forces’. These can
only be combined via some account of how actions concatenate
systematically some maodel of tvpe (b}, But Foucault doesn’t even try, He
leaves us with a strange kind of Schopenhauerian will, ungrounded in

human action."”

One of the most important reasons why Foucault doesn’t feel a need
offer an account here is the confusion which has afflicted the republic of
letters during these last decades about the supposed *death of subjec-
tivity’, This had its epicentre in Paris. Foucault took part in it." Hacking®
praises Foucault for having stepped beyond the old conception of subjec-
tivity, which reguired all purposefulness in history to have a purposer.

The confusion lies in not seeing that there not only can be but must be
something between total subjectivism, on the one hand, holding that
there are no undesigned patterns in history, and the stranpe Schopen-
hauerianism-without-the-will in which Foucaule leaves us. Much play is

7 Hacking, New York Review of Books {14 May 1981}, has alréady pointed our the
Schopenhauerian overtones of the ritde of volume 1 of Historee de e sexualitd, La
Volonté de savorr, But even Schopenhauer would nor do as a theoretical background for
Faucault, for that would give sn account in our “nature’, He has to be more evasive than
chis.

W This set of doctrines is sometimes called ‘seructuralist’, or ‘postsirocraralist’, but the

aspiration to overcome subjectivity goes well beyond people who hald some structuralist

madel or other, Foucault is a case in point,

Mew York Review of Books, p. 35.
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niade _Uf the discovery (which strucruralists did 1 lot to put in vogue) thar
any act requires a background language of practices and institutions to
make sense; and that while there will be a particular goal sought in.rht
act, those features of it which pertain to the structural backgr;)und will
not be objects of individual purpose. That my declarations in this pa
are all made with uninflected words has nnthring o do with what !l:}h:: :
decided, and everything to do with the fact that the mrdiunlu of rne'
thought is English (and 1 didn't teally choose that cither). /
No one can deny that this is an invaluable point to have in mind in
studies of power. The utter sterility of the view popular a while age in

,»‘i.r?f_-ric:;n political science, that one could analyse power in terms :E As
ability to make B do something he otherwise :mmld not, or some i;uch
thing, illustrates this. The approach is sterile, just becaur;c: m.ﬁ of power
‘are so heterogeneous; they absolutely do not admir of being described in
such a homogeneous medium of culturally neutral makings and doin
The power of the audience uver the star craving approval is utrerl :grf—
-c:%mmeusurnhl'e with the power of the general, which is incmnmensu:;;blc
with the power of the elected minister, and thar in turn with the power of
thn.:t guru, and so on. Power can only be understood within a context; and
this is the obverse of the point that the contexts can only in I:ur,n be
understood in relation to the kind of power which constirutes them
(Foucaulr's thesis).

_ But all this does nat mean that there is no such thing as explaining the
rise and fall of these cantexts in history. On the contrary, this is ;}ne obf the
3113f<>r msk.s of historiography. And that is the issue we were tal king about
in connection with Foucault’s svstem of modern technologies of control
How does it arise? Of conrse, you don’t explain it by some bi ba:j
man/ class desigming it (who ever su ggested anything so absurd?) i:nugr ou
do need 1o explain it nevertheless, that is relate this 5v5temarici,r}r tnyrhc
purposeful human action in which it arose and which it has come to
shape. You cannot evade this question by talking of the prioricy of strue-
ture over element, of lan guage over speech act, Whar we want to knlow is
why a language arises.

Indeed, for purposes of such diachronic explanation, we can question
whether we ought to speak of a priority of language over act. There is a

tircular relation. Structures of action or languages are only maintained by

being renewed constantly in action/speech. And it is in action/speech
Fhat they also fail to be maintained, that they are altered. This is a.v:I:nsh-
ing truism, but the fog emanating from Paris in recent decades makes it
necessary to clutch it as a beacon in the darkness. To give an absoliite
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priority to the structure makes exactly as little sense as the equal and
opposite ercor of subjectivism, which gave absolute prioriey to the action,
as a kind of total beginning.

This helps explain why Foucault feels he can be evasive on this issue;
bur not why he feels the need to be, Here we touch the question of his
motivarions, which | would like to adjourn tll fater (if [ dare vake it epac
all). Meanwhile, | turn to the second head under which there is
incoherence,

-

‘Power’ without ‘freedom” or ‘truth’s can there really be an analysis which
uses the notion of power, and which leaves no place tor freedom, or truth?
| have already raised the question whether Foucaule really does away with
freedom (section 1l above), But this uncertainty of utterance is just the
symptom, | believe, of a deeper problem. The Nietzschean programme on
this level does not make sense, ]

This is because of the very nature of a notion like ‘power’, or ‘domi-
nation’, True, they do not require thar we have one agent who is imposing
his will on another. There are all sorts of ways in which power can he
inscribed in a sitwation in which both dominarors and dominated are
caught up. The first may see himself largely as the agent of the demands of
the larger context: the second may see the demands on him as emanating
from the nature of things. Nevertheless, the notion of power or domi-
nation requires some notion of constraint impased on someone by a
process in some way related to human agency. Otherwise the term loses
all meaning,

Power” in the way Foucault sees it, closely linked to *domination’, does
not require a clearly demarcated perpetrator, but it requires a vicam. It
cannot be a ‘victimless crime’, so to speak. Perhaps the victims also exer-
cise it, also victimize others, But power needs targers, ™ Something must
be being imposed on someone, if there is to be domination, Perhaps that
persan is also helping to impose it on himself, but then there must be an
elemnent of fraud, illusion, false pretences invalved in this. Otherwise, itis
not clear that the imposition is in any sense an exercise of domination.™

But now something is only an imposition on me against a background

W Power/ Knowledge, p. o8: *|Individoals| are not only irs [sc. power's| inept or consenting
target: they are also the elements of its articul stion.” Bur this means that they are tangets,

4 | indicated above how heedless Foucault is of this boundary, in which the self-dhsciplines
of freedom are distinguished from the disciplines of domination, Thas all turns on
whether and how they are imposed,
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of desires, interests, purposes, thar [ have, It is only an imposition if it
makes some dent in these, if it frustrates them, prevents them from
fulfilment, or pechaps even from formulation. If some external situation
or agency wreaks some change in me which in no way lies athwart some
such desire/purpose/aspiration interest, then there is no call to speak of
an exercise of power/domination. Take the phenomenon of imprinting.
In human life, it also exists after a fashion. We generally come to like the
foods which have assuaged our hunger, those we are fed as children in aur
culture. Is this an index of the *‘domination’ of our culture over us? The
word would lose all useful profile, would have no more distincriveness, if
we let it roam this wide,

Moreover, the desire/purposes, etc., have to be of some significance.
The trivial is not relevant here. [f something makes it impossible for me to
act on the slight preference that | have for striped over unstriped toorh-
paste, this is not a serious exercise of power. Shaping my life by ‘imposi-
tion” in this respect would not figure in an analysis of power.

This is recognized by Foucault in his thesis thar there is no power
without “resistances’.*? Indeed, Foucault is sometimes dramatically aware
of the force and savagery of the imposition. Take this pass:tg:;. about
knowledge, but illustraring its close connection 1o power:

its development [sc. of knowledge] is not tied to the constitution and affirmation
of a free subject; rather it creates a progressive enslavement to its instinctive
violence, Where religion once demanded the sacrifice of badies, knowledge now
calls for experimentation on ourselves, calls us to the sacrifice of the su bject of
knowledge.

But this means that ‘power’ belongs in a semantic field from which
‘truth” and *freedom’ cannot be excluded. Because it is linked with the
notion of the imposition on our significant desires/purposes, it cannor be
separated from the notion of some relative lifting of this restraint, from
an unimpeded fulfilment of these desires/purposes. But this is just what is
involved in a notion of freedom. There may, indeed, be all sorts of reasons
why in certain situations certain impositions just cannot be lifted. There
are empirical obstacles, and some very deep-lying ones in man’s historical
situation. But that 1s not Foucault's point. He wants to discredir as s0mme-
how based on a misunderstanding the very idea of liberation from power,
But I 'am arguing that power, in his sense, does not make sense withour at

:i Histaire de la sexualite, pp. 125-7; Power| Knowledge, p. 142,
M. Fnugul:, Language, Counter-Memory, Practice {Oxford, 1977), p. 163; quoted in an
unpublished paper by Mark Philp. :
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least the idea of libetation, It may then be shown that the specific liber-
ation, defined in a given context as the negation of the power wiclded
therein, is not realizable for this-or that reason. But that is another, guite
different issue, into which Foucault doesn’t even enter,

The Foucaultian thesis involves combining the fact that any set of
institutions and practices form the background to our action wirthin
them, and are in that sense unremovable while we engage in that kind of
action, with the point that different forms of power are indeed consti-
tuted by different complexes of practice, to form the illegitimate con-
clusion that there can be no question of liberation from the power
implicit in a given set of practices. Not only is there the pmsihillinlr of
frequently moving from one sct of practices to anothers but even Wltll'nln a
given set, the level and kind of imposition can vary. Foucault implicitly
discounts both these possibilities, the first because of the fundamentally
Nietzschean thesis which is basic to his work: the move from one context
to another cannot be seen as a liberation because there is no common
measure berween the impositions of the one and those of the other. [ want
10 address this in the next discussion (section 3 below). And he discounts
the second, because of his over-simple and global notion of the modern
system of control and domination, which I have already touched on
above.

So ‘power’ requires ‘liberty'. But it also requires truth’ — if we want to
allow, as Foucault does, that we can collaborate in our own subjugation.
Indeed, that is a crucial feature of the modern system of control, that it
gets us to agree and concur in the name of truth, o liberation or our own
nature. 1f we want to allow this, then ‘truth’ 15 an essennal notion.
Because the imposition proceeds here by foisting illusion on us. It pro-
ceeds by disguises and masks. It proceeds thus by falsehood.

Cest 4 la condition de masquer une part importante de lui-méme que le pouvoir
est tolérable. Sa réussite est en proportion de ce qu'il parvient @ cachier de ses
mécanismes. Le pouvoir serait-il accepte 57l énait entiérement cynique? Le secret
n'est pas pour lui de Pordre de "abus: il est indispensable a son fonctionnement.™

Mask. falsehood makes no sense without a corresponding notion of truth.
The truth here is subversive of power: it is on the side of the lifting of
impositions, of what we have just called liberation, The Foucaultian
notion of power not only requires for its sense the correlative notions of
truth and liberation, but even the standard link between them, which

8 Mistaire de tasexualité plorrs:

-
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makes truth the condition of liberation. To speak of power, and to wane
to dery a place to ‘liberation' and *truth’, as well as the link berween
them, is to to speak coherently, That is, indeed, the reason why Foucaul
seems to be contradicting himself in the passages | quoted above (section
11}, He doesn’t just slip into these formulations, which seem to allow for
the possibility of a liberation, and indeed, one founded on a puncturing of
illusions, a defence founded on ‘les corps, les plaisirs, les savoirs, dans lear
multiplicité et leur possibilite de résistance’.™ He is driven into them by
the contradictory position he has adopted.

g

In the end, the final basis of Foucault's refusal of ‘truth’ and ‘hiberatgon’
seems to be a Nictzschean one. This is not all of Nietzsche: there is more,
and not all of it compatible with this part. But at least in the Frobliche
Wissenschaft we have a doctrine which Foucault seems to have made his
own; there is no order of human life; or way we are, or human nature, that
one can appeal to in order to judge or evaluate between ways of life, There
are only different orders imposed by men on primal chaos, following their
will to power, Foucault espouses both the relativistic thesis from chis
view, that one cannot judge between forms of life/thought/valuation,
and also the notion that these different forms involve the imposition of
power. The idea of ‘régimes of rruth’,"” and of their close intrication with
systems of dominance, is profoundly Mietzschean. In this relationship
Foucault sees truth as subordinated to power. Let me quote that passage
again more fully:

Each society has its eégime of truch, its ‘general polings’ of ruth; tharis, the types
of discourse which it accepts and makes function as rrue; the mechanisms and
instances which enable one to distinguish true and false statements, the means by
which each is:sanctioned; the technigues and procedures accorded value in the

acquisition of truth; the status of those who are charged with saying what counts
4
as true.

Y Ibid., p. o8,

* Of course, there is a question whether Foucault isn't trying to have i hoth wiys with his
notion of a resistance founded on ‘les corps et les plaisiss’, on something quite in-
articalate, not on an wderstanding of curselves, or an articulation of bur desires/pur-
poses. But does this muake sense? Can we *faire valoir contre les prises du pouvoir les corps
et les plaisirs ...' (ibid, ) without articulanng them for ourselves, and affirming che truth
of that arnculanon against the specious claims of the system of controd? [ don't see how,
Foucault seems 1o be talking here out of both sides of his mouth,

Ponper! Knouldedge, p. 131. 9 Ihid,

-
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cannor bring about a new, stable, freer, less mendacious form af it by this
route. Foucaul's Niewzschean theory can only be the basis of utrerly
monolithic analyses; which is what we saw above in his failure to recog-
nize the ambivalence of modern disciplines, which are the bases boch of
domination and self-rule.

And so, for him, unmasking can only be the basis for a kind of local
resistance within the regime. In chapter 5 of Power/Knowledge, he
speaks of rehabilitating subjugated and local knowledges against the
established dominant truth. He uses the expression ‘insurrection of
subjugated knowledges’.” The term bespeaks his basic idea; there is no
question of a new form, just of a kind of resistance movement, a set of
destabilizing actions, always local specific, within the dominant form.
One of Foucault's historical paradigms seems to be the popular riots and

uprisings which occurred in the former regimes at some of the execution
scenes. Plebeian resistance is a kind of model.

Mo doubr it would be mistaken ro conceive the plebs as the permanent ground of
history, the final objective of all subjections, the ever smouldening centre of all
revolrs, The plebs 15 nio doubt ner a real sociological entiny, Bur there is indeed
always something in the social body, in classes, groups and individuals themielves
which in some Sense escapes relations of power, something which is by no means a
more or less docile or reactive primal matter, but rather a centrifugal movement,
an inverse energy, a discharge. There is cortamly no such thing as ‘the’ plebs;
rather there is, as it were, a certain plebian quality or aspect. There is plebs in
bodies. in souls, in individuals, in the proletariat, in the bourgeoisie, but every-
where ina diversity of forms and extensions, of energies and irreducibilines, This
measure of plebs is not so much whar stands outside relations of power as their
liit, their underside, their counter-stroke, that which responds o every advance
of power by 1 movement of disengagement.*!

We can sce at least some of the motivation for this espousal of local
insurrections. Foucault is deeply suspicious of ‘global, rotalirarian
theories™** which claim to offer the overall solution to our ills. The target,
as it must be in the world Foucault inhabits, is of course principally

W Ibid., p. 81.

LR [T 0 pp. 137=8 Thigidea of political resistance withaut a positive new vision is parallel
to the noton of resistance to the domimant sexvality based on the essentially umar-
neulared “hodies and pleasures’, In both cases, the guestion very much arises whether
Fougaulr can have it both ways. Is there a plebeian resistance which does nor ar least
point to an alternative model, even if it may for some reasons be unrealizable in pracrice?

Or if there ig; #f we can hind really mindless insureections in history, do they really offer us
mendels for our political action?

. lbid. p, 8o,
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Marxism. And one can have a grear deal of sympathy for this reaction, in
face of the destruction wrought by such global revolutionary schemes.
There 1 a great deal to be said on the Left for a politics which stays close
to the local, to lived experience, to the aspirations which groups spon-
taneously adopt. But this by iself does not derermine one to adopt the
Nietzschean model of teuth, with its relauvism and its monolithic
analyses, Just because some claims to truth are unacceptable, we do not
need to blow the whole conception to pieces,

Something else drives Foucault to Nierzscheanism. | think it will come
out if | try to grapple with the central issue around this position. What
does this combination of relativism between forms and monolithism of
forms leave out? It leaves out — or better, it blocks our—the possibility of a
change of life-form which can be understood as a move towards a greater
acceptance of truth — and hence also, in certain conditions, a move to-
wards greater freedom. But in order to conceive a change in these terms we
have o see the two forms as commensurable; the form before and the
form after the change cannot be seen as incommensurable universes. How
can this come abour?

Biographically, we see examples all the time. After a long period of
stress and confusion, | come to see that 1 really love A, or | really don't
want to take thar job. | now see retrospectively thar the image of myself as
quite free and uncommitted had a merely superficial hold on me. It did not
correspond to a profound aspiration, It just stood in the way of my
recognizing the depths of my commitment to A, Or, the picture of a career
which that job instantated, which seemed before so powerful, so non-
gainsayable, turns out to be a model which my entourage was pressing on
me, but which | cannot really endorse,

What makes these biographical changes of outlook/life possible,
which seem to be steps towards the truth? Our sense of ourselves, of our
identity, of what we are. | see this change as a discovery of what 1 am, of
what really mateers to me. And that is why | do not see this as a kind of
character change, what a lobotomy might produce, for instance. Rather |
see it as a step towards truth {or perhaps better put, it is a step out of

error}, and even in certain conditions as a kind of liberation,

Is there nothing comparable in politics/history? There is. There are
changes which turn on, which are justified by, whar we have become as a
society, a civilization. The American revolutionaries called on their
compatriots to rise in the name of the liberties which defined their way of
life (ironically as Englishmen), This kind of claim is always contested
{there were Tories, there were Loyalists, as is well known where I come
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from). But is it by its nature unacceptable? Is it always sham? Foucault
would have us believe so. .

But it seems clear 1o me thar there is 2 reality here. We have become
cg::rtai:rl things in Western civilization. Qur humanitarianism, our notions
of freedom — both personal independence and collective self-rule - have
helped to define a political identity we share: and one which is deeply
mulcﬂ _in our more basic, seemingly infra-political understandings: of
what it is to be an individual, of the person as a being with ‘inner” depths —
all the features which seem to us to be rock-bottom, almast biological
properties of human beings, so long as we refrain from looking ourside
and experiencing the shock of encountering other cultures. Of course.
these elements of identity are contested; they are not nearly and dcl‘initr:h:
articulared once and for all, but the subjéct of perpetual revisionist strife
And worse, they are not all easily compatible — the freedom of induprn-
dence is hard to combine with that of self-rule, as we constantly experi-
enice ~ and so we fight among ourselves in the name of incompatible
weightings. Bur they all count for us. None of them can be simply repudi-
ated in the political struggle. We struggle over interpretation and weight-
ings, il.'um: we cannot shrug them off. They define humanity, politics, for us,

This means that we can look ar the kind of change Foucault described

from  seventeenth-century punishments to our own, in a way whicJ:
renders them partly commensurable. It is not for nothing that we are the
1.1&5cendanrs and heirs of the people who so tortured Damiens. The mak-
ings of our present stress on the significance of life were alrcady there, in
that Christian civilization. One of the important features of their wor.id

whicl_'l made them act so differently, was their sense of belonging o ':
cosmic order in which the polity was set. But #his difference cannot be seen
purely in a relativist light. One of the reasons why we can no longer
believe in this kind of order is the advance in our civilization of a scientific
:.lmdcrxtanding of the natural world, which we have every reason to be-
helw: represents a significant gain of truth. Some dimensions at least of the
I‘dmenchantment' which helps share modern culture represent an advance
in the truth. To the extent that this cha nge is vperative, we can understand

our difference from them as a change that denizens of Western
Christendom have undergone under the impact of a stronger dose of
truth,

Of course, this is not all, We can also discern losses., Indeed, Foucault
ought perhaps best to be interpreted as having documented some of these
losses. The growth of modern control has involved in some respects a
dehumanization, an inability to understand and respond to some key
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