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Wity THrory Now?

The comedians Mike Nichols and Elaine May used to have a routine going back to
their days with the Second City Comedy Club in Chicago, in which they would toss
words back and forth which would qualify as “cleans” and “dirties.” For example,
the term “Lake Michigan” is a clean, while “Lake Titicaca”—enunciated very
slowly—is a dirty. “Sword” is a clean, while “rapier” is a dirty. Are you,wuh me,
dear.u:gder’ We can apply the same method to a number of terms in intellectual
life today.

In this general mindset, contingency, pluralism, and social constructionism
are cleans, while essences, foundations, experience, and universals are all dirties
“Reallty is a dirty while “fiction” 1s a clean. The “I” is a dirty, and so is “we. " An

“author” s a dirty, while a “text” IS a clean. “The body,” formerly a dirty, can be
redefined as a text and made into a clean. Local cultures are clean. while “human-
ity” is a dirty. “Privileging” and “valorizing” something is a dirty, while using the
terms “;;riviliege" and “valorize” as verbs is a clean. Postmodernism is a clean,
while modernism is a dirty. Nonhierarchical multiculturalism is a clean, while a
canon is a dirty, Both those who characterize certain people as “politically correct”
and those who are so characterized agree that it is a dirty. John Dewey used to be a
dirty for most post~World War IT academic philosophers, but now that “the pub-
lic intellectual” has become a clean, Dewey has become a clean. Even more
remarkable—Dewey the philosopher who lamented whit he termed * ‘the ecllpse

of community,” ""has become a clean for many who ako regard “ commumtarla-

nism” as a dirty. Figure that one out!
Central to contemporary intellectual life is the assumption that “the big pic-
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ture’ tradltxonally sought by philosophy is a dirty, while “little pictures” are clean.

I wish to clai clalm that fallible big pictures are not only still possible but are requisite
for cc comprehendmg the modern and postmodern world. Also central to intellec-
tual life today, although more probleritatic, is the assumptlon that organic nature is
a dlrty, while culture is a clean,

When the term “fiature” is used in the context of ecology it can be put safely
within a political context and then regarded as a clean. But the idea that organic
biology may have some direct and inward influence on personmi-
eties, anamonsmat hu@.conduct cannot be completely reduced to so-
ciohistorical cultural constructions categorically distinct from nature—such an
idea is a-dirty, éveriif John Dewey, the newly reconstructed clean public intellec-

tual, might have sought such a naturalistic basis for human conduct. That side of

Dewey is declared a dlrty and consigned to the dungheap of history.
“The term publxc mtellectual is clearlz_a clean, while for many the term

social theory;;clean Therf- is, of course, a long tradition, going back at least to
Marxs last thesis on Feuerbach, to call for the end of philosophy. But today antj-
philosophical philosophers, such as Richard Rorty, to take a notorious example,

gloatingly decry as s obsolete the « very idea of the love of wisdom—philo-sophia—
and the quest toward a comprehensive underst;n\d;;lg the term connotes.

S‘_ggamegry has attained a curious currency today among intellectuals.
Many literary critics and philosophers, for example, view theory as liberating, as a
means of breaking down unnecessary boundaries and overturning literary and
philosophical canons. High-powered social theories are often regarded, ironically
enough, as a means of making literary and philosophical questions more “practi-
cal,” by showing how these questions need to be viewed in their proper social or
historical contexts. In this sense, social theory seems to signify a radical break with
the disciplines of literary studies and philosophy and, more broadly, with disci-
plinary thought in general. Literary studies become “cultural studies” in this new

ki Attt
order, with the promise of breaking out of the arid spe specxallzatlon that has charac-
terized the development of the twentieth-century university.

One prominent philosopher, Rorty, prefers the term “social theory” to “phi-
losophy,” because it does not imply “the love of wisdom,” or a pursuit of and devo-
tion to something more than a “mere idiosyncratic historical product.” He prefers
instead the etymological visual sense of the term “theory” as looking at something

Th—— —
or taking an overview. In Rorty’s perspective of 1ron1\sg}lgggy,_ which s represen-
tative of the postmodern temper, theory has the advantage of “taking a view of a
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large stretch of territory from a considerable distance” rather than “the belief in,
and love of, an ahistorical wisdom.” As he says in his book Contingency, Irony, and
Solidarity, such a belief in and love of wisdom “is the story of successive attempts
1o ﬁr}d a final vocabulary which is not just the final vocabulary of the individual
phllosophe_&;l;{ ave vocabulary final in every sense—a vocabulary which is no mere
idiosyncratic historical product but the last word, the one to which inquiry and
history have converged, the one which renders further inquiry and history super-
fluous. The goal of ironist theory is to understand the metaphysical urge, the urge
to theorize, so well that one becomes entirely free of it. Ironist theory is thus a
ladder which is to be thrown away as soon as one has figured out what it was that
drove one’s predecessors to theorize.”!

In Rorty’s statement we see the now conventional urge to overthrow or tran-
scend philosophy or metaphysics, which numerous philosophers, including Marx,
Nietzsche, Dewey, Heidegger, Wittgenstein, and the logical positivists have under-

taken. Rorty’s ladder metaphor is taken directly from early Wittgenstein His aim
to replace phllosophy with social theory inverts Marx’s call to replace philosophy
with a criticism capable of changing practical life. Rorty does not believe that there
are connections between private and public life, or in a general historical develop-
ment or in a greater human condition or community, whether in Marx’s sense or
any other, as shown in Chapter 7. The goal of theory, according to Rorty, is to un-
derstand the metaphysical “urge to theorize” ;rmn_ so doing, to become “entirely
free of it.” A k

Thus one can see how the “urge to theorize” which has gripped contempo-
rary intellectual life signals the desire for liberation from metaphysics—from the
idea that literary works of art depend on aesthetic qualities of feeling communica-
ted by authors to readers, and from the idea that truth, goodness, or beauty may
cause wisdom in devoted pursuers. The objects of literary or philosophical criti-
cism do not compel or inspire the gaze of the theorist, but seem to function as
transitory or arbitrary images.

Postmodern literary theorists have come to value the social context of litera-
ture as more significant for interpretation than literature itself, a tendency at least
more understandable among sociologists of literature and art, if equally erro-
neous. These theorists, following Jacques Derrida, would attack “logocentrism,”
vet they are suffering from what could only be called “sociologocentrism.” The
“Eureka, it is social! ” insight need not override the inherent'énmmunicative quali:
ties imparted. by a work of art. Only a willful and uncritical self-inflation would

blind critics to the art of hterature or cause them to declare that the difference

CHAPTLER (NI

between criticism and art has become obsolete. In considering literature as worth-
while only when it serves some critical purpose, such as illustrating themes of class,
gender, or race, thereby denying that literature is a primary activity and criticism or
critique a secondary one, postmodern lit critters reflect the way that the contem-
porary mind has come a cropper.?

One gets a sense of the postliterary theorist in Stanley Fish, who went from a
decidedly objectivist position in his first book on Milton, advocating a version of
“reader response” in which the author sets strict limits of control on the inter-
pretation of the work, almost as the objective stimulus to determinate responses—
to a postworld in which objectivity and other “metaphysical” concepts are obso-
lete. Fish claimed, and apparently later repudiated that critical theory “relieves me
of the obligation to be right . . . and demands only that I be interesting.”? Though

the pendulum may swing between authorlal objectivity and cri critical su subjectivism,

there remains the supremely self-confident and self-possessed critic in Stanley
Fish, who seems to have increasingly replaced the gbject of literature with the ob-
ject C@WWg protean persona. T

Like Rorty, Fish 1Hustratesmmper of the time toward antimetaphysical

relanvxsm In his view knowledge consists of what a given community of inter-

pretatlon happens to beheve ¢. Beliefs are not capable of being shaped by compel
authority of persuasion. For, according to Fish, “we live in a rhetorical world” de-
termined by persuasion in a radical sense involving “the characterization of per-
suasion as a matter entirely contingent, rational only in relation to reasons that
have themselves become reasons through the mechanisms of persuasion . . . [and]
the insight that contingency, if taken seriously, precludes the claims for theory as
they are usually made. . . . It might seem that in travelling this road one is progres-
sively emancipated from all constraints, but, as we have seen, the removal of 7nde-
pendent constraints to which the self might or might not conform does not leave
the self free but reveals the self to be always and already constrained by the con-
texts of practice (interpretive communmes ) that confer on it a shape and a direc-
tion.”4 No one could deny Fish’s s claim that we “live in a rhetorical world” in the
sense that human conduct is irremovably situated within interpretation. Only
Fish’s view of what constitutes interpretation is utterly narcissistic, incapable of
allowing that genuine spontaneity and brute otherness are ¢ also involved in inter-
pretation and reasonableness.

As with Rorty, one is instead locked between a fixed set of arbitrary beliefs
and pure contingency: both Fish and Rorty reify objectivity and truth and then
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declare it obsolete in the name of contingency. Does Fish really mean to character-
ize “persuasion as a matter entirely contingent,” or is he just ritually intoning the
magic postmodern word contlngene“’?\ln his antifoundationalist enthusiasm
Fish ignores the posstblhty of knowledge as capable of being both antifounda-
tional and fallibly tfue. Though power, authority, and prestige clearly pervade so-
cial practices, rhetorical persuasion might also involve something more than
converting someone from one set of beliefs to another on the basis of ultimately
contingent beliefs: persuasion is more than a hinge between convention and con-
tingency. It might sometimes require our changing our beliefs in the face of objec-
tivelv better beliefs or of undeniable experiences. This is called learning and is a
category Fish’s philosophy seems to me to deny. Rhetorical persuasion might be
better defined as the art of learning through mutual mere is, quite sim-
p]y. more to being human than_l-t;rmg in Mrlcal pond with its definition of
the situated self as “a self whose every operation is a function of the conventional
possibilities built into this or that context.”” In this definition one sees the hidden
connection between contemporary antifoundationalism and foundationalist pos-
itivism: both deny to the self the ability to engage in spontaneous conduct by re-
ducing it to a “function” of its conventional or behavioral context.

It gets even curiouser when one realizes that Fish and Rorty are a associated
with pragmatism, which, after all, was a philosophy ofpurport andnota rehgton of
commgencwahe pragmatists are distinguished for the ways they included contin-
gency and spontaneity within a philosophy of self-interpretive conduct, but the
purposive side of pragmatism does not it the postmodernist’s outlook, so it is dis-
pensedﬁn “while the shell or name of pragmatism is retained. For this reason
such an out]ook should not be called neopragmatlsm ” and should not be con-

Nothmg could be further from the phllosophv of pragmatrsm than’ Ftsh s
slippery denial of the possibility of achieving fallible truth through inquiry when

he says:

The difference then between science or law, on the one hand, and literary
criticiét\n “on the other, is not the“dr fference between rhetoric (or style) and
the precincts of dlfferent disciplines; and the difference between the rhet-
oric of science—the thetoric of proof, deduction, and mathematical
ccrtarntv——and other rhetorics in moderri society is a differerice-between a
prestige discourse, a discourse that has for historical reasons become asso-
ciated with the presentation of truth, and the discourses that will for a time

measure themselves against it. | am not saying that these differences are il-
lusory or that they don’t have real consequences, only that their reality and
their consequentiality are historical achievements—achievements fash-
ioned on the anvil of argument and debate—and that as historical
achievements they can be undone in much the same way as they were
achieved.®

prestlge yet the “pr. prestlg_sc_h_scourse _(Lscgnce and law isa hlstortcal achlevement
is tempered by experience. But the historical achievements “can be undone in
much the same way as they were achieved,” implying here, and explicitly stated
throughout Fish, that persuasion is grounded neither in a fallible conception of
truth nor rg;Wut sr@r and prestige of « cultural conven-
trons and the persuaders who speak for them. Rhetorical persuasron 1s a power
game, much like advertising.

"7 Where suchuntsridled  subjectivism can lead can be found in the marvelous
parodies of Fish and the “literature racket” in David Lodge’s novels Changing
Places and Small World. There, Fish is portrayed as Morris Zapp, and, in a lecture
comparing reading to watching striptease, Zapp/Fish expounds a basic postulate
of contemporary theoretical narcissism: “The  attempt to peer.into the very core of
a text, to possess once and for all its meamng, is vain—it is only ourseh'e\stl'tit_w’e
ﬁnd there, not the work itself.” No wonder then that Ftsh in a discussion with

students and faculty cited in \ The New Republic, says: “1 want them to do what I tell

them to. . . . I want to be able to walk into any first-rate faculty enywhere and
‘dommate it, shap?fﬂ'b‘ﬁt" will. T’z ‘m fascmatedby y my own ¥ will.”7 So, oneé might

add, were Hitler and Stalin and other g great dlctators with whom Fish’s words and
ego resonate ominously.

Earlier in the twentieth century, the logical positivists sought to eradicate
metaphvstcs through hard universal scientism. TocgyTheorrsts in the humanities
seck to eradicate metaphysics through soft forms of relativistic conceptuahsm
Both share, however, the desire to obliterate metaphysms \pBEEiB'I/ because it in-
volves the threat that general reason may be as much or more a producer of hu-
mans as humans are producers of it, and because reason may therefore place
unavoidable limits on human conduct.® It is obvious to many today that the positi-
vist attempt to deny metaphysics only resulted in the extreme metaphysics of se-
mantic reference—an inarticulate pointing at “facts” as the foundation of
knowledge. Yet contemporary antipositivists such as Rorty and Fish little suspect
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that they may be merely living an unconsc1ous metaphysncs rather than becoming,
as Rorty puts it, entlrelyTree of it.” T will claim throughout this book that both
modernists and postmodermsts have, in fact, been living within the metaphysics of
the “;,host in the machine,” a worldview combining reified materialism and spec-
tral knowledge.

The term gho<t iin the machine” was coined by Gilbert Ryle as a way of
depicting the Cartesian outlook, with its dualism of 1ncorpqreal mind and mecha-
nistic body. It resonates with the old expressmn ‘deus ex machlna the god out of
the machine, which derived from the use in Greek theater of a device to transport a
god to the scene of the action or to rescue someone from an otherwise unsalvage-
able situation. Ryle meant to counter the dualism with a physicalistic philosophy
which would evict the ghost but not the machine. I believe his expression to imply
a broader critique than he made of it, however, and T will be using the term to
denote the split worldview which arose in modern Western civilization, usually
associated with the Cartesian/Kantian outlook, which implies a dualism between
the material world and a spectral mind or culture. One side of the split implies a
positivist scientism. the other side implies that culture is s1mply conventions. Both
sides of the modern Spllt bramed worldview are inadequate to account for human

social life in my view.

“THE BIG PICTURE,” WHETHER OF A PLATONIC REALM OF IDEAS beyond human history, or
of the idea of History itself as a progressive unfolding of some grand design, is one
of the chief targets of contemporary criticism. For many thinkers today, the Big
Picture view of the world represents mistaken tendencies toward foundationalism
and metaphysics, which obscure socially rooted conventions. The Big Picture is
seen as a particular kind of ideology, whether disguised as Philosophy, Evolution,
or Religion, or as seen in recent debates over the presumed canonical texts or uni-
versality of Western Civilization. At the end of the twentieth century, we ought to
be s‘keptical of the kinds of Big Pictures which have dominated modern life, in-
not by irself assure that there might notBe large hlstorlcal narratives and forms of
reasonabléness greater tnan human cultures have thus far constructed, and which
we can at best fallibly, or even cT m]y, understand. Even the't re;ectxon ofT)lg plctures
that critics of the Blg Picture mode< of f thinking never seem to ask whether a non-

foundationalist and thoroughly fallible Big Picture is not only still possible to
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dimension of human conduct—especially that portion of human conduct which is
theoretical or intellectual. This leads me to suspect that the widespread denial of
the possibility of a Big Picture, or of metaphysics, may be part of an ideology un-
willing to examine its own premisses. I simply do not see why a forced dichotomy
between situational, relativist, or multicultural views versus large-scale universal
frameworks is necessary.

The peculiar situation in contemporary intellectual life is further revealed in
the ways in which literary critics attempted to transform themselves into social
theorists, particularly those under the influence of French postmodernism and se-
miotics. By the end of the 1980s, Americans had made Jacques Derrida’s theory of
deconstructionism into a quasi-vernacular buzzword, an “ism” guaranteed to
ward off anxieties about “the end of isms” which the downfalls of modernism and
communism seemed to heralmgnstructiomajm the praises of
plurahM@udxty, and multiculturalism, while chorusing a one-
dlmensmnal th_egry of meaning as limited _tQ_rbltrMconven-

tions, a French msplred social theory which scarcely tolerated deviations. The

19805 were, if anything, a decade of glitter and scandals, and deconstructionists,
like televangelists, politicians, and Wall Street sharps, rose to a shining promi-
nence before the bubble burst. The immediate cause was the revelation that Paul
de Man, the major promulgator of deconstructionism in America who died in
19837 had written antisemitic Nazi propaganda in Belgium during the war. De
Man also convemently forgot his wife and three children when he came to America
in the late 19405 and remarried. As David Lehman says, de Man was suffering from
“ Waldma total loss of memory regarding one’s Nazi past.

~ With the exposure of de Man and the incontestable assembling of evidence
concerning Martin Heidegger’s Nazism in a controversial 1989 book, Heidegger
and Nazism, bmcal chic of the theory world were forced ei-
ther to confess the fatal flaws of their masters or profess their unquestioned loy-
alties. Some of the rationalizing fancy footwork by loyalists was every bit as
remarkable as the patriotic appeals of the Iran-Contra scandal loyalists and godly
appeals of the remaining true believers in televangelists. Jacques Derrida, who

coined the term “deconstruction” and who called Heidegger its progenitor, de-
fended both Heidegger and de Man.®

Derrida defended de Man in the same way that the minions of Heidegger
have defended his Nazism: by reading mountains into molehills, and, where mole-

hills did not exist, by inventing them. A pr positive mention of Kafka by de Man
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could be used to refute his explicitly antisemitic articles, just as essays on Hélder-
lin by Heidegger in the 1930s could be used to reveal a disguised anti-Nazi turn. In
both cases the authors are seen as circumventing the pressures of Nazx censorshlp
through indirect discourse, and the prohlemrrt'hat they never exphcltly repudlated
their positions in the decades after the war is totally 1gnored Derrida also pub-
lished a book which claimed that Helde;,ger s use of the word “spirit” in pro-Nazi
speeches, without quotation marks, showed that, “by celebrating the freedom of
spirit, its glorification resembles other European discourses (spiritualist, religious,
humanist) that people generally consider opposed to Nazism."”10 But this con-
temptuous rationalization of Heidegger’s Nazism into its opposite should not be
surprising given that Derrida once stated that deconstruction “amounts to annull-
ing the ethical qualification and to thinking of writing beyond good and evil.” 1!
Perhaps the exacerbated Nletzschean lunacnes of deconstructlon would be better

cial Thought the end of the decade re revealed a new orthodoxy of pohtlcally
correct” postmodernism busily institutionalizing itself. o

" While a number of sociological social theorists have been influenced by the
same impulses toward genre blurring, there has also been a strong counterten-
dency to reestablish the grand tradition of social theory “classics.” Sociologists,
forever theorizing about “the problem of order,” also provide fascinating socio-
logical data in the ways they invoke orthodoxy to solve “the problem of theoretical
order.” At the moment, the battle lines are drawn between ratlonal choice” or-

thodoxers and “classics” orthodoxers ‘And, oddly enough, desplte an apparent

hlurrmg of boundaries and promlscuous intermingling of disciplines, many soci-
ologists continue to view social theory as a subdlscxpl]he within academic soci-
ology. Admittedly, though, “theory” is an accepted subdiscipline within all of the
academic disciplines. For the remainder of this chapter, I will consider the cod-

ification ﬂf__glaSSlC social theory and its implications for contemporary thought

But the ongoing codlhcatlon of contemporary social theory will remain a central
concern throughout the book.

The transformation of what in earlier times was known as social philosophy
into social theory is perhaps due, in part, to the professionalizing of sociology and
other academic disciplines since the turn of the century. Professionalized and insti-
tutionalized sociology has resulted in a perceived tradition of “classical” social the-
ory, and an intense socialization of students into the perceived-tradition. Karl

CHAPTER ON

Marx, Max Weber, and Emile Durkheim constitute a virtual triumvirate ot “classi-
cal” social theory for sociologists, though some would want to include George
Simmel, George Herbert Mead, Talcott Parsons, and a few others within the “clas-
sical” pantheon.

In effect, the term “classical” is an honorific term used by sociologists both
in a vague sense to mean “old”—and thereby authoritative—and also to signify
the creation myth of sociology in which a few select authors and their foundational
texts form a pantheon of “theorists.” That these authors may have viewed them-
selves as philosophers, historians, economists, as well as sociologists, but rarely, if
ever, as “theorists” is seldom considered. The concept of “classical social theory”
resembles the conditions under which the ancient Mesopotamian scribes attri-
buted the transmission of divine knowledge to the seven mythic sages from before
the Great Flood. These antediluvian sages were thenceforth regarded as the au-
thors of the scholarly canon of texts.

The institutionalizing of sociology, philosophy, and other disciplines in uni-
versities over the past hundred years, far from signaling the progress of reason, was
a process of bureaucratic codification, or even worse, of progressive petrification:
Professor Pigeonhole builds a cozy nest for himself or herself out of the expected
ideas of a discipline or ideology, feathers it with institutional power and reputa-
tion, and trains a brood of students to replicate the idea. The end result of this
process has been the growth of nearsighted specialists - wuhout spirit and grandi-
ose theorists utterly lacking in xmagmatwe,Tfm'a‘ne vision,

Antidisciplinary postmodernism provides no real alternative to the petrified
professor syndrome but only a variation of the theme. Take the example of Molefi
Kete Asante, director of African-American studies at Temple University, author of
The Afrocentric Idea and Kemet, Afrocentricity, and Knowledge, and propagator of
“Afrocentrism,” a racially based form of relativism. Professor Asante says, “We
are producing the ﬁm American gr;gaa;te students with no traditional
discipline. Their discipline is African-American studies. We are producing the
next crop of scholars who will leave here and pursue Afrocentricity, not just at
Temple, but across the country.”12 Surely Professor Pigeonhole sees a like-minded
colleague in Professor Asante, with his desire to clone his beliefs and thereby max-
imize his base of power. Asante is against the claims of “Eurocentrism” to be uni-
versal, and believes that knowledge is basically ethnocentric and therefore
relativist: white Europeans, Americans, and Australians are Eurocentric, black Af-
ricans and Americans are Afrocentric, and yellow Asians and Ameticans are Asjo-

centric. Biology does not determine ethnicity but will influence a person toward an
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