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Self and Society

MODULE CODE: CSPH7041

Block 5: Language, inclusion and exclusion: understandings of social justice, social, ethical and political philosophy and theory.

This final block examines some of the limitations of using any theory as an explanatory mechanism for understanding the social world human beings occupy. These limits do not just relate to problems in application of theory for the reasons discussed throughout the module, but also relate to issues in philosophy and epistemology concerning the nature of philosophical pursuit and the problems of defining and/or describing any foundational explanations of human behaviour and relations. 
The Role or Not, of Theory in Practice

We know that on one level at least, human beings, in their social relations with others, assume a common understanding as to the nature of their world. This is not to say that at particular times and in particular situations, for different people, the world around them can and may be apprehended or comprehended differently – e.g. physically, socially, psychologically, politically, ethically, personally. This may be dependent on a number of factors, some of which I will mention later, but still such misunderstanding will, without analysis, commonly be treated as mistaken or inappropriate functioning. In analysis it is assumed that human relations demand as a necessity, an essential degree of systematic understanding and this is a role for theory. But there exists a province where fundamental disagreement about the nature of reality and social reality is more common and even expected that is in the realm of theory.

Explaining and providing understanding of the world; the nature of physical and social phenomena, as we have been finding out, is the responsibility of theory, but such phenomena is difficult and its analysis complex, and if one views this activity simply, thus one finds a competitive relationship between theories; a competition for the mantle of ‘correct theory’ – i.e. that which is the best in having its content correspond or represent its object. In this way competing theories lead to an incommensurate relationship with one another, this incommensurably is often a product of each theory upholding contrasting explanations of the same phenomena. It is no wonder that the non-theorist generally sees ‘theoretical discourse’ at best as confusing and at worst having no application to the ‘real’ world. It is no surprise then to find a typical initial question asked by students on ‘applied’ courses: ‘why study theory?’ This is not easy to answer given the complexity of the subject in question and given, admittedly, that a lot of theory and the way it is presented, seems difficult and even impenetrable. To combat this we could suggest a beginning of an answer to this question by stating that both theory and practice theory are concerned with human behaviour and hence social interaction and social relations. 

If my comments above are fair, the way that theory relates to policy and practice is then obvious. Theory can provide the knowledge that policy and practice can apply in its practice to assist to bring about its specific aims and goals here stated. But while theory is taught to practitioners through their training, most practitioners in their practice, I think it fair to say, do not give much weight to thinking theoretically about their practice. Indeed, they seem generally to find ‘prescriptions derived from practice-experi​ence of considerably greater immediate use’.
 That is not to say that practitioners do not think in a systematic manner about their practice. Yet, the problems, whether they be social, psychological, ethical, political or personal, that make up, what I shall call from here on, the ‘social problematic’, are often thought by them to deserve a more empathetic and emotive kind of attention, in that it concentrates a number of different types of responses to a certain types of social behaviour. They indeed call for description, prescription, definition and action, yet these responses are often seen to be more ‘subjective’ and less ‘objective’ (we will explore the problems in making such a distinction a little later on) than those which take place within the phenomenon of a theoretical definition. In short, the prescriptions of theory have, for many practitioners, often appeared distant, esoteric and hardly relevant for the complex and pressured world of practice (ibid.). Past studies have concluded in relation to practice that: ‘with [a] body of practice wisdom as a basis for their activities, the need to use abstract theories and generalizations from research were minimal’.
 (Carew 1979, 354). We can even conclude that ‘[i]n some quarters there has been what Hardiker and Barker (1981,p.2) call an ‘anti-intellectual stance’ in which ‘the role of theory is avoided.’ 
 This element brings out the fact that not only is there a question mark around this relationship between the theories of science and social science and the views of societies’ actors, but it is also true that such actors (as in the case of our practitioners above) also develop meaningful theories of their own, that compare and contrast with the theories of science and social science. In later discussion I will be concerned in detail with these issues, and I will also want to look closely at the problem of meaning in the process of theorising, especially at the discourse of social science theories. First, however, let us look at the process of (social) theorising in a wider context. 

The Sense of Theory
During social interaction, when people encounter physical objects or other human beings, certain things happen. One way of describing such encounters is to say that the processes are a way of ‘trying to make sense of the encounter’. The actors’ experiences we take to be simple ideas, such as ‘what is going on’ and ‘why things are as they are and do what they do’, may be a simple survival technique in any and every given situation. For human beings, feeling uncertain about the way the material or social world is liable to behave is often disconcerting. From a scientific and a social scientific perspective, we are taught that ideas are produced historically and chronologically in one by such interaction with the material and social world; they have regularity and form and are constructed, in one way or another (e.g. philosophically, psychologically, sociologically, etc.) out of a chaotic range of sensory stimuli. This socialising activity in itself seems to assume that the universe (or at least something in it or outside it) is neither random nor chaotic but rational; that there is reason in being. Consequently, we more often than not, tend to act on the assumption that to every event there is rhyme and reason and of such order we can have knowledge. A question that arises from this type of description, and one that will tax us later on, is to do with the relation between the individual and his world, and whether we do not merely recognize these patterns, they being caused by an external reality, or whether we seek to actively create them. 
If I am right this description demonstrates that human situations are necessitated by reference to some preconceived notion of the possible order of things. But what gives us this preconceived notion and what is it? The simple act of description requires in itself some mechanism by which to organize sensual perception. Yet what is the nature of this mechanism? 

A specific feature of modernity, as we should be aware of by now, was that knowledge might be gained from a scientific analysis of society, of just the kind that is entailed in social scientific activity. What then does such a science of society entail? As we are aware, the natural sciences seek to describe and explain natural phenomena. But does it, in its activity, simply describe or prescribe? Well one may be drawn to consider that mere description of a natural phenomenon does not only add to one’s knowledge but can enhance it. That is, that knowledge can be applied and thus bring about change without the description that led to such knowledge logically entailing that change. So we can say that there are occurrences within the sphere of scientific activity which have a cause and effect relationship with social life and which do not feature in the description of the activity itself. Moreover, this feature is not insignificant. Throughout this module we have seen that developments within this activity have had considerable implications on the way we think about ourselves and the way we apprehend the social reality we experience. And what is important for us is how such knowledge is normatively perceived. Again we have been made aware that the claim science has generally made concerning the knowledge it produces is that it involves the notion of certainty. That is, that such knowledge stands in direct contradiction, to statements of belief or opinion and certainly, those claims that are based on pure faith. The question that has concerned and concerns us is what kind of knowledge does theoretical activity produce? The thinkers of modernity that we have studied expressed immense confidence in the findings and methodologies of the natural sciences, so much so that they began to hold the notion that a science of society could be upheld. As theories are developed in science to test and discover and describe the nature of natural phenomena, so the same system could be applied to social phenomena. In short, they believed that social theories could be formulated to explain how society works, or at least certain aspects of how society works. This is the influence the natural science model has had on social theory as a whole. 
However, again as we have seen, this confidence was not total,  other theorists (e.g.Weber) have argued that there was and is a major logical difference between the sciences concerned with material objects and those concerned with human beings. Unlike most natural objects human beings have ideas about their world. They have subjective views about their own, and others’ situation. It is the individual’s understanding of what is going on which is every bit as important to the social theorist as the external characteristics and behaviours that others may observe. As one other theory of human behaviour has it, social sciences and the natural sciences have different subject matter. 

This paradigm maintains that there is a fact-value distinction. It provides an analysis of the relationship between description and prescription maintaining that values are not logically entailed by the facts. Human beings are conscious and in this they are different from matter. Persons have feelings, emotions, intentions, imagination, ideas, beliefs etc., and as such it was impossible for science with its empiricist foundation to establish an explanation for such phenomena. Matter does not have meaning and purpose it only reacts to external stimuli, where as human beings act. Social actions have meanings and thus any understanding of society must be grounded in the explanation of individual social action and social interaction. Of course, once one gives up the idea that thoughts, feelings, intentions are not just of physiological ontology, one must invest some other explanation to the cause of human action and thus invest the ‘meaning’ of such phenomena with some other logic. But this can be problematic. Certainly, this paradigm accepts that the acts of consciousness, so to speak, are the result of individual choice and decision. But how is it then to explain the regularity and pattering of social relations, the existence of social groups along with their methodical values and belief systems and even more so the co-existence of different social groups and cultures with different values and belief systems. All may have invested different meanings to the same behaviour and the same social actions. This theory places a lot of faith for answers to this question, for a description of society and for a science of society in the concepts of understanding and intuition, but this is where it too has its problematic. 

Despite this divergence of theoretical thinking, the search is then on for a theory that is more successful in solving these problems that the practitioners and operators in the field recognise as ‘acute’ (Kuhn 1970, 23). Certainly social science theories, whether based on the natural science model or not, describe a complex network of relationships, but with such descriptions that are often ‘ideal’ models which may or may not conform to social reality. As such, the ‘structures’ of society are seen as analytical constructs, an interpretation of the social relationships as a pattern, and the test of social change is whether the pattern is altered. As long as the theory one is using describes this pattern, that is as long as the society can be compared to the model in its basic essentials, it will allow the theorist to claim that society can be reasonably described in those terms. The problem is at any one time there will be more than one model, more than one theory. Each model and each theory can interpret the structure and the pattern of social relationships, differently. Each model and each theory will make claims to systematic description (e.g. logical scientific,) and thus epistemological content. From such a basis it will claim the ability to infer rational means and ends. Only too often, however, do such models, having determined that there are elements of society that demonstrate correspondence with their ‘ideal’, pass over other aspects of social relationships which do not fit the particular perspective. It is thus often construed as a blinkered way of looking at the world, but one that has been underpinned with an appeal to either some kind of scientificity or other systematised rationality. Therefore, it will take more than a mere appeal to these kinds of cognitive activity to separate the epistemological claims of particular theories in the social sciences from subjective or value affiliation. 

Also important to this enquiry is the role of theory and research in the social dimension. The question we must ask is whether it is possible to oppose the injunction that claims that to test theories against ‘the facts’ is impossible in the social sciences? The problems for the theory that have been described can imply that there is no-theory-neutral language in which to generate ‘facts’ or ‘data’ such that these can be used to adjudicate between competing theories. Any set of observations, or statistics, have to be organized and based upon concepts held either explicitly or, more typically, implicitly but yet not necessarily consciously by the theorist(s). These concepts in turn, will depend upon some view of the world, or some theory derived from science, a moral position, a political position, a religion, or merely a ‘commonsense’ view of the world which itself depends upon a point of view, a set of interests, held by some group or groups in a social formation. Facts, one can assert from this viewpoint, do not speak for themselves. They only speak to those who share the same view of the world as that of those who generated them. One has to acknowledge the consequence this must have for any practice based on theory.

While not discussing any particular theory in detail this ‘theory problematic’ does throw up major difficulties for sociologists, social scientists, social philosophers and indeed practitioners. It may affect the latter more than many, for it raises the question of the ontology of values. Whatever practice we adopt it will influence social relations, social action, social interaction and of course practice. And practice based on a ‘theoretical worldview’ will invest our role as social actors with a particular interest the interests of the worldview to which the practice belongs. This ‘constructionist’ view claims that depending on which view we accept will affect the way we view social reality. 

This ‘constructionist’ claim amounts to one of two things, either it is a metaphysical claim that something is real but of our own creation. Or it is an epistemic claim that a valid explanation for why we have some particular idea about either physical or social phenomena has to do with the role that that idea plays in our social lives. If we make a claim in the former sense, we end up saying, that something like to reject the force of gravity would contravene no law of nature: but as it is a law of nature it thus leads us into a logical contradiction. ‘Real’ is something we dreamed up then, an idea constructed in the latter sense which we could reject without fear of contradiction.

The latter sense makes sense in relation to our discussion of the relationship between theory and practice. If we have an idea or a concept, not because there is sufficient or even necessary evidence in its support, but because we subscribe to some contingent underlying social principle that it underpins. But it also means that if we do not happen to share the idea or concept in question we ought to be free to reject its underpinning underlying social principle. There are many examples of important work in the name of this social theorising for example under the heading of social rights, inequality, social exclusion, respect for person etc., which have important ramifications for practice and practitioners. Let us illustrate the above discussion by applying its thinking to a specific example from practice.

An awareness of these points has led to a wide spread general scepticism about many ‘fixed’ categories in health and welfare. For example, the concept of mental illness has for a long time become subject to scepticism which has been voiced by many sociologists, psychologists and philosophers; one, has argued, for example that our belief in schizophrenia is socially constructed.
 Her claim is that there is no adequate reason to believe that the symptoms commonly lumped under this label are manifestations of a single underlying disease and, hence, that the search for its aetiology by neurochemistry is doomed. Her argument is not, of course, new, anti-psychiatry theorists were taking an anti-realizt and anti-objectivist stance against the ‘medical model’ of mental illness decades before Boyle (e.g. see the work of R. D. Laing (1967) and David Cooper (1967,1971)). 

Such theories that point to the social construction of ‘ideas’ in the second sense we have mentioned have been valuable and illuminating and led to much critical and important work concerning social prevailing attitudes – and such an activity is nothing less than an essential precondition for a critical approach to the practical problems that come under what I have called the ‘social problematic’. However, despite their escaping labels of metaphysical confusion and logical contradiction, and providing a ‘political’ rationale for many practitioners in work with their service-users, they still do not provide the kind of indubitable correctness that the theories of modernity were expecting. Indeed, that they do not still opens them up to the criticism of being ‘value-laden’ and ‘subjective’ or even an incorporation of these two in the label of politically motivated. Moreover, if we take our example, as there appears to be increasing evidence that the symptoms associated with schizophrenia are predictable significantly before their onset and that the condition is highly heritable, and these facts point in the opposite direction (Boghossian 2001).

The Problematics of Social Theorizing

Rather than despite and indeed because, of its critical function, all such theorising, that is, social science or social theorizing, is characterized by the idea that the acquisition of knowledge combined with a critical dialectic dimension, necessitates improvement and this implies progress in the human condition. Nevertheless, as we know, this creates a dual problematic; firstly, this system has not produced merely one social theory but a collection of social theories, which are as varied as they are contradictory. Thus, we do not have a lone paradigm of social reality but a series of incommensurate paradigms, which do not admit readily to an independent arbiter even if we could conceive of one. Secondly, there is notion that the production of knowledge, scientific or otherwise, is not as detached from other types of social relations as some would like to make out. We cannot always separate the progressive of science from the ideas of social life and therefore, our welfare, education, scientific, legal and political systems will reflect to some extent the interests of those who have an interest in how ideas are put to work in society.


According to the discussion above on both the history and the condition of social theorizing, we have been introduced to two ways in which the divisive head of contradiction is raised. Firstly, there can be a plethora of incommensurate theories of the world (either conceived physically or socially). We have seen that one way of interpreting this, then, it to adopt the philosophical claim that there is a world that exists independently of human minds. This means that we do not have to make that uncertain metaphysical claim that we created the world or that the world is ‘mind-dependent’. But in and of itself this world is structureless: it is not broken up into things, kinds of things, or facts. We impose structure on the world by thinking of it in a certain way, by having one set of beliefs about it rather than another.
  

What I am attempting to emphasize here is the claim that there are two different ways to understand the claim that we impose structure on the world. On the one view we literally make it the case that there are certain kinds of things in the world – mountains – by thinking of the world in terms of the concept ‘mountain,’ by believing there to be mountains. Nevertheless, such theories will be commensurate in their idea that there is a reality that corresponds to the ‘things’ that are discovered, whether or not there is disagreement on how the concepts of these ‘things’ are interpreted or constructed. These theoretical perspectives imply that while the ‘physical world’ exists and may (a) be mind-independent, and (b) have some sort of causal role in the structure of the social, it may also be something that is beyond the human subject’s apprehension. We have noted the problems with holding both these aspects of this view in relation, in that neither perspective admits readily to an independent arbiter even if we could conceive of one.

The second view is that the structure remains entirely on our side of the divide: the claim that there are mountains is just a way of talking about what is true according to our conceptual scheme or language game. It is not even to try to make a claim about how things are in some mind-independent reality. In other words, the creative role that human subjects play in the construction of their social world, and, indeed, in the production of ‘themselves’, may be total. Indeed, some such theories will stress the impossibility of an independent arbiter and the impossibility, even logical absurdity, of attempting to conceive of one. This second view could be seen as evolving from a loss of faith in the former, that is, a loss of faith in scientific paradigms and their role in the ordering of our world. Is there, then, any way of resolving this division, that will allow theory to play an authentic role in practice and restoring the faith in theory to practitioners? 

This way of establishing knowledge about the social world is, or can be called its cognitive dimension, and we find ‘cognitive fault lines’ in social theory which help to make sense of the process of this seeming fragmentation that arises out of a character we have deemed its critical dialectic. The division we have touched on in the above examples is, it could be argued, and is argued by many, a consequence of what could be called the ‘post-modern’ evolution of the social. Social theorising as well as an attempt to understand the world is part of the world. 
  
This is problematic in two ways. Firstly, the activity of reflecting the actuality of social has become both increasingly important and problematic over the last decade. Contemporary Western society with its perpetual, technological and consequent social change has led to social life and the inner life of individuals becoming increasingly fragmented. Societies, institutions and organizations for which we work are becoming increasingly complex and perhaps experienced as more beyond our control than ever before. Social theory, thus reflects some of this, both in its own fragmentation and in other ways. This portrays how the optimism of modernity, with its reliance on the scientific paradigm and technological developments, has given way to the pessimism and even nihilism of ‘post-modernity’. While there is confusion over how to define this term, it arises perhaps more from the difficulty in determining the standpoint of this era, or age; what it is about, in terms of theory and the place of the ‘subject’ within it. Post-modernism, in its broad usage, is a ‘family resemblance’ term; a nomenclature for pluralism of movements in art, literature, etc., which rejects the pretensions of high modernist culture. In philosophical terms, post-modernism is essentially a critique of the values and truth-claims of modernity. 

In this world view, we see its roots in the social theories that reject ‘scienticism’, thus societies do not ‘determine’ agents, but they survive and change only through acting individuals. We see the introduction of ‘transformative’ model of human action, where social phenomena provide the raw material, on which human subjects act, and forms of life come out at the other end. In this process, ‘the deed, the activity is primary, and does not receive its rationale or its justification from any theory we may have of it.’
 A crucial property of human action, as far as this type of thinking goes, is that it is intentional; it aims at achieving something. To make the same point in a rather different way: human subjects not only monitor their action (i.e. know what they are doing) but monitor the monitoring – they can reflect on what they know they are doing, assess it, make judgements and choices. In this respect they are crucially different from societies, which are structures of social relationships. An important point here is that there is no simple relationship between a subject’s action and intention and its effect on society or a particular social relationship. The social world then is made up of two distinct and different types of being: social structures and subjects. Thus we may see that epistemological questions depend upon ontological questions. Evidently, this has certain implications for theory.

This theoretic perspective raises the second problematic that is given in this way of thinking. It is the realization that far from producing ‘objectivity’ the method of theorizing clearly cannot escape ‘subjectivity’. That is, as each language of each society has its meaningfulness and legitimacy guaranteed by its practices, by its ‘social life’. Therefore, it cannot be undermined by any other theory of reality, hence, it cannot be refuted by any other cognitive world view, no matter how more discursively legitimate that view claims to be. Moreover, while there can be different subjects, their origins rooted in their language and their culture, their internal order, whether it be unfair or unjust, cannot change. For example, in a certain view of this kind there is a rejection that there is a standpoint of Western science which can and should be used as a critique of other ‘forms of life’ e.g. religious or cultural practices .
 

This is also the stance of ‘the perspective’ that can be called ‘non-theory’, where ‘sociological’ understanding of a form of social activity, in order to count as understanding, must be couched in terms of only those concepts involved in the activity itself. This is not merely a criticism of scientificism within the social sciences or social theorizing, this is an absolute rejection of a kind of ‘objectifying’ within theorizing. Thus, there can be no ‘real’ subject, for all subjects are defined within the parameters of the ‘forms of life’ and are subordinate to the relations within. How then do we establish preferences between practices? Practices cannot be evaluated from a set of correct principles or absolute values, they cannot even be established through any kind of social consensus. In this perspective there can be no such thing as neutral objectifying, all knowledge emanates from discourse and all discourses are power-laden. 

An example of this approach can be taken from Foucault, a protagonist of the view I have outlined. In his work, with discourse comes the possibility of knowledge: the social, political or epistemological object is the possibility of the subject of a particular discourse. Discourse is located in the theory of power for Foucault. He stresses the intimate connection between the production of knowledge and the exercise of power. The ‘groups’ that dictate the ‘subject’ of discourse demarcate the sphere of experiential reality. In other words, reality and its subjects have no purpose or identity per se; they are the products of the relations of power; these forces themselves are collective units or quanta of power, their nature varying depending on the position they occupy within the changing hierarchies of domination and subordination. Our cognitive structures are but so many of configurations of force. Consciousness is merely an effect of particular relations of force. Hence, Foucault has this to say:

The power-knowledge relations are to be analysed, therefore, not on the basis of a subject of knowledge who is not free in relation to the power system, but, on the contrary, the subject who knows, the object to be known, and the modalities of knowledge must be regarded as so many effects of these fundamental implications of power-knowledge and their historical transformation.
 

Power is then a relation or rather a multiplicity of relations that pervade social reality in the ‘apparatus of production, [for example], families, small groups, institutions’ (ibid). It is not a negative in the sense of being merely repressive – but it is positive and productive in so far that it forces these relations into the social. Power is exercised through national and international strategies originated in the interaction of programmes and technologies which is not imposed on individuals as such, but rather it permeates every social relation through those psychological and cognitive limits we impose on ourselves; we are the victims of ‘the cop in our own head; of our own exteriorization of the law’. (ibid)

A consequence of this type of analysis is that it can be no unique or unified ‘universal view’ which acts as an agency of social change. Discourse is the battlefield of the perpetual struggle between competing strategies for power. One can see here clearly the ramifications for practice, terms such as, ‘need’, ‘client welfare’, ‘respect’, ‘acceptance’, confidentiality’, and ‘conscious raising’ do not reveal the ‘real world, they merely assemble it.’
 Practice, therefore, is not care but discipline. Discipline ‘makes’ individuals; it is the specific technique of a power that regards individuals both as objects and as instruments of its exercise. Power, then, does not act upon pre-formed individuals, containing them through repression or deceiving them by means of ideology – it creates them. Self-emancipation is a plurality of struggles as irreducibly multiple as the relations of power themselves. Indeed, it is claimed, such relations of power ‘can only exist in the function of a multiplicity of points of resistance: these play, in the relations of power, the role of adversary, of target, of support, of prize to be taken. These points of resistances are present everywhere in the network of power.’
  I have only time and space here to cursorily point out the kind of criticism this position attracts and the argument I make is far from being extensive or exhaustive. Nevertheless, I believe it contains a crack in the armour of this perspective and if extended could bring about a collapse. Specifically this problem stems from the fact that the approach judges all ‘world views’ or ‘forms of life’ as if they are of equal value and that one cannot be seen to be more ‘correct’ than another. In other words, any concept of correctness becomes arbitrary; correctness preference of one for the other. Foucault (1976: 1977) and Deleuze (1983) go further than this and may be taken as maintaining that each theory creates its own reality. However, the present idea of totality as a succession or a competing milieu of incommensurable paradigms survives only until such theorists and their paradigms start to espouse an evaluative analysis. Then their theories, despite their expositions to the contrary, clearly start to define what looks very similar to a ‘transcendental signifier’ (in other words, an independent arbiter) which is meaningful and independent. Given the complexity of the paradigms approach it is difficult to assess whether this ‘entity’ exhibits ‘needs’, ‘interests’, etc. as simple concepts in its analysis of social reality. However, it does make much of the concept of ‘struggle’. But struggle by whom, against what and towards what? Can any sense be made of this concept, without there being an answer to these questions? For instance, ‘struggle’ usually predicates an end to which it is a means – even if that end is conceived within the meaning of struggle itself. What looks very much like an end can be recognized within the writings of the post-structuralists Deleuze and Guattari in Anti-Oedipus. They claim that: ‘the task of the revolutionary is to free the flux of desire from all codification, from all territorialization.’
 They maintain that where the flux of desire is free from coding, organization and control, experience will more accurately reflect the nature of reality. This certainly looks like this type of ‘perspectivism’, that is, a theorizing on the nature of reality. But, moreover, is it not proffering a ‘flux of desire’ which is a subject of ‘experience’? What is this mystical even metaphysical entity? These two facts do not only open their theory to self-referential criticism but they allow their theory to be interpreted as having a subject close in conception to the ‘self’ or ‘soul’ of the old order empiricism. Couple this with the claim that such ‘perspectivism’ has a Nietzschean influence that incorporates the belief that for Nietzsche man is able to will desire as a law unto himself, then it is no wonder that such theories are open to abuse. For example, they can be used to legitimate the decline of any egalitarian conception of society and to justify new right thinking in the arena of political discourse which is not apposite to their aims.
The Language Game of Social Theory and Practice

In finally turning to what I am calling the no-theory approach to understanding and explaining (in a way) social phenomena; I am still attempting to engage with an attempt of resolving the ‘social theorizing’ division, that will allow theory to play an authentic role in practice and restoring the faith in theory to practitioners. And I am assuming, at least in this chapter, that the postmodern approach has not done so.
 This approach takes what has been called a ‘therapeutic’ turn; it portrays a more ‘holistic’ treatment of subjects: arguing that human action does not create society but either maintains or changes it in some way – this is the sense in which the two are not independent of each other. Societies do not ‘determine’ agents, but they survive and change only through acting individuals. A ‘transformative’ model of human action, where social phenomena provide the raw material, on which human subjects act, and forms of life come out at the other end. Both the approaches of, what I have termed, non-theory and no-theory, is that this emphasis is on particular rather than universal standards. The main criticism of such a stance is that it suggests a relative position. For these reasons some see the approach as open to the charge of both ‘idealism’ and extreme relativism, not only as described but in terms of the construction or production of the ‘subject’. This is to say that in describing a form of life the sociologist is necessarily restricted to those explanations which are characteristic of the concepts of those being sociologically investigated. Anything more will still be reducible to such concepts when submitted to analysis. In short, the main feature of such methodology is its reliance on ‘internal explanation.’ But this reliance on a criterion of logic and rationality that is embedded in particular ways of life, within particular language games, some will argue, commit him to a relativist position. Indeed, Winch, whom we can categorize as ascribing to this position, is thus attacked. Winch, also adopts a Wittgensteinan position. And it is true to say that Wittgenstein treated all world views fundamentally on par with each other. In his Remarks on Frazer’s ‘Golden Bough’, for example, Wittgenstein is careful to distinguish between the significance and rightness of world views

One could say ‘every view has its charm’, but that would be false. The correct thing to say is that every view is significant for the one who sees it as significant (but that does not mean, sees it other than it is). Indeed, in this sense, every view is equally significant.
 
It can be conceived from this Wittgensteinian viewpoint that different societies can have different forms of life and thus have different ordinary languages. As each language of each society has its meaningfulness and legitimacy guaranteed by its practices, by its ‘social context’, it cannot be undermined by any other theory of reality, hence, it cannot be refuted by any other cognitive world view, no matter how more discursively legitimate that view claims to be. For these reasons Edgley (1983)
 sees the approach as open to the charge of both ‘idealism’ and extreme relativism: it is difficult to define concepts used in the Wittgensteinian approach, i.e. ‘everyday usage’; ‘language-game’; ‘form of life’, in such a way that they can mark theoretically, the distinction between the conceptual legitimacy of the non-metaphysical language and the conceptual confusion of a metaphysical use of language. In other words, the implication of this type of description seems to be that there is no language independent reality in relation to which concepts can be more or less adequate. It can only offer epistemological foundations which are open to sceptical relativism and cannot be considered as grounds for the possibility of cognitive objectivity.

Nevertheless, before we dismiss this perspective let us take a closer look at this view to see if it offers any way out of the problematic outlined and any hope for practice. Wittgenstein wants to argue that, instead of turning immediately to a study of how individuals come to know the objects and entities in the world around them, we should begin in a quite different way: by studying how, by interweaving our talk  with our other actions and activities, we first develop and sustain between us, different, particular ways of relating ourselves to each other – that is, that we should first study how we construct what Wittgenstein calls our different forms of life with their associated language-games. Only then may we turn to a study of how we ‘reach out’ from within those forms of life, so to speak, to make various kinds of contact – some direct and some indirect – with our surroundings and the other through the various ways of making sense of such contacts that our forms of life provide. To explain this in Wittgenstein’s words ‘our talk gets its meaning from the rest of our proceedings’.

Indeed, Wittgenstein use of  ‘the term ‘language-game’ is meant to bring into prominence the fact that the speaking of language is part of an activity, or a form of life’.
 This is a claim that our practical usage of words draw their influence very little from our saying of the words, in themselves, so to speak, but from our use of them at crucial moments, to make crucial differences, in the larger flow of social life and social activity within which we are involved. Thus again, it is our situated use of our words that is important, in social practice. For Wittgenstein the meaning of a word is in its use. Demonstrating that one understands a word is found in the use of a particular word in the correct grammatical context. Giving the meaning of a word will involve describing all the instances of that words possible use. Furthermore, a word or concept does not have a correct use independent of the ‘language game’ as Wittgenstein calls it. In short, this term shows that language is part of and essential to the practice of social life; as he puts it, ‘Here the term ‘language-game’ is meant to bring prominence to the fact that the speaking of a language is part of an activity or form of life’ (ibid). By emphasizing the use of words he moves away from empiricism’s passive theories of language. Language is not simply read off from reality but is part of the reality creating process. It is not that language can express a community’s system of beliefs about reality or can describe reality; it is that this is implicitly and necessarily present in the language that that community speaks. We see this point is reiterated by Winch who argues that ‘Reality is not what gives language sense. What is real and what is unreal shows itself in the sense that language has’ (Winch 1979, p.9).
 Indeed, Wittgenstein’s theory of language closely involved the possibility that, no one form of life or world view (epistemology) provides a complete and correct description of such a world, or ever can, they merely provide a paradigm for practice. The claim here is that our beliefs form a system of which we are cognisant and which are internally consistent, and against which each individual belief is compared and approved: ‘When we first begin to believe, anything that we believe is not a single proposition, it is a whole system of propositions. (Light dawns over the whole.)’ (Wittgenstein, 1969).

Thus, it seems the claim is, and this is very relevant to the application of practice, while disputes over truth and falsity; appropriate/non-appropriate, moral/immoral are possible and disputable, the concepts are grounded in a world picture that it is neither true nor false. To Wittgenstein the things we say the expressions we make are grounded in the forms of social life in which we participate. Thus, while language does not have meanings, which can be revealed by perspicuous representation of an underlying structure: a depth grammar that underpins the ‘surface’ grammar, we can derive an understanding of language by exposing the deep grammar of social practices: uncovering the ‘depth’ grammar of the term on the Wittgensteinian model is done by looking into the workings of language. This does not mean developing or discovering a theory of language. Rather, by describing and perspicuously representing language-games we come to see the part our language plays in human social interactions: that it is rooted in our forms of life. If this is so of linguistic expressions, given the way that language is seen by this approach, it must also be true that social actions too have their surface grammar and depth grammar. Thus while we perform social actions and know that we do, such knowledge does not imply that we can give an account of the functions such actions perform. Again, such an account can only be given by uncovering the ‘depth’ grammar of these social actions. 

If we can conceive this, would it be possible that the social scientists task could be construed as exposing mistakes concerning the forms of social action? The job of giving a correct prognosis would consist in uncovering the depth grammar of these forms. Or, in other words, it could be where the Wittgensteinian model provides a form of social inquiry which goes beyond the unreflective account people give of their lives and arrive at a true account of social life. This enables us to understand the role of language in our social institutions and how it is grounded in our forms of life. Thus it is possible I want to maintain, that Wittgenstein distinction between depth (background ‘grammatical’ features of language) and surface (foreground use) may help us see the structures of oppression which keep socially challenged groups and individuals on the disadvantaged margins of society. To attempt this type of enquiry, of course we have to accept the cogency of a Wittgensteinian conception of language in which a matrix of rigid and largely unreflective assumptions and propositions operates in the background as we negotiate our linguistic interactions with others and deal with the affairs and situations of daily life. To help us here let me cite Wittgenstein’s striking metaphor of the riverbed: 

It might be imagined that some propositions, of the form of empirical propositions, were hardened and functioned as channels for such empirical propositions as were hardened but fluid; and that this relation altered with time, in that the fluid propositions hardened, and the hard ones became fluid. 
The Mythology may change back into a state of flux, the river-bed of thoughts may shift. But I distinguish between the movements of the waters on the river bed and the shift of the bed itself: though there is a sharp division from one to the other … 

And the bank of the river consists partly of hard rock, subject to no alteration or only to an imperceptible one, partly of sand, which now is in one place now in another gets washed away or deposited.
 (

Wittgenstein’s idea here is that of a guiding framework with shifting boundaries. In this sense it constitutes the limits of the world for the group who share the world picture. But such limits or boundaries are in no way fixed and may fluctuate considerably. In other words, Wittgenstein is emphasizing that a groups’ world view is a system of propositions, a set of concepts, a collection of language games relating to the ‘forms of life’ of that particular group, which are taken-for-granted as a condition for judgments, inquiry and experiments. In numerous examples Wittgenstein demonstrates how instances of the system, set or collection are acquired, thus revealing the limits to any theoretical enterprise, for each instance or form are built in to the condition of any such enterprise. And as such they are beyond the scope of any investigation. Referring to how these instances or forms are grounded, Wittgenstein maintains that at the basis of any world view is a way of acting: ‘It is not a kind of seeing on our part; it is our acting that lies at the bottom of our language game’).
 Then, it seems that doubts and certainties are grounded in the particular world view, thus: 
‘My life consists in my being content to accept many things’ Our certainty expresses itself in the way we act.
 
Thus here is the notion that everything that we think of, and talk of, as being the case about ourselves and our language – that we have ‘minds’, that we ‘think in our heads’, that ‘words stand for things’, that we can ‘explain’ occurrences ‘in the world’ in terms of ‘theories’, and so on – all these things can only make clear and intelligible sense from within the confines of specific language-games. This does not mean that language itself is unusable outside of a language game. Far from it, but it does mean that all such talk is, by its very nature, initially, of indeterminate meaning, open to determination only in the context of its use. 

Given such a complex position, an understanding of the ‘social problematic’, is, in what occurs in the ‘momentary gaps’ between people as they respond to each other, while not forgetting the relation of such gaps to the surrounding circumstances in which they occur. It is in our ‘momentary relational encounters’ that everything of personal, social, psychological, ethical and political importance to us occurs. In this way we may be able to invoke a different way of positioning a social argument on a vantage point from which we can see the ‘rough ground’ of our ordinary language use and the river which runs through it. In other words, we can say from this that ‘human problems’ are fused into the very framework of the background and are made invisible by their commonplace nature. For example, crime, racism, sexism, homophobia, violence against women and children are all practices we are encouraged not to see, especially when doing so would reveal to us the relationship between oppression and privilege. On this Wittgensteinan view, theories and thus the social practice they support as such are both beside the point and after the fact. They are beside the point, in that they hide from us the actual forms of life from within which our talk makes sense (and whether they are, for instance, of an unequal, an equal, an official, an instrumental, a mechanical, or of a properly living and personal kind). And they are after the fact, in that they also divert our attention away from those moments in which the essential social struggles are (or would be) at work in their initial formation – struggles which are not pre-linguistic, by the way, but are prior to any particular forms of life. 
Solving the Social Problematic?

The question here is, remembering the analogy of the river, how much, if at all, the background lies within our collective powers to effect. Slow change may not be good enough with respect to lessening and ending oppression that is generated by social exclusion. The question for our current enterprise must be whether it can suggest a way where an agenda for effective practice can be grafted onto a Wittgensteinan analysis of language. If we allow the cogency of this chapter’s analysis as to the linguistic structures of the ‘social problematic, e.g. oppression, domination, cruelty, repression, coercion liberty, etc, the issue is what would count as grammar, how open to view our grammatical commitments really are and how amenable to deliberate adjustment; how hard the river bed? Can this analysis honed in the philosophical workshop be adequate to any excavation project that would bore us through to the linguistic substrates where our presuppositions lie buried? 

One view would be that, like the foundations of a bridge, these are deep but with sufficient ulterior motivation ultimately accessible. Another would be, and perhaps this would be a neo-conservative Wittgesteinian position, such presuppositions are so deeply entrenched and so thoroughly insinuated in the cut and thrust of everyday life as to be almost completely invisible and impervious to any attempt to modify or adjust them for the sake of achieving some perceived better effect in the way of getting on in the world – the social problematic will always be with us. After all the claim is that shared linguistic practices and speech patterns of every-day social practice may conduce – imperceptibly, unintentionally – to what may legitimately be named the ‘problems’ of others. We must be willing to acknowledge our own shortcomings in the way of prejudicial speech which can easily be intuited, despite an assiduous effort (and social theories that aim at eradicating the social problematic are of course included here) to rise above it, e.g. the pleasure we take in a disparaging ethnic joke, the innate unease we feel in the neighbourhoods where ‘we do not belong’, the unreflective and sometimes disconcertingly unmet expectations we have of other people to their life-styles: all these are evidence of the tacit assumptions we carry around with us that for the most part never rise to the level of conscious, critical awareness but which structure our practices and influence the attitudes of those around us. We could here reverse a commonly rehearsed dictum of certain structural positions and claim that oppression is personal first and structural second.

I have to say that Wittgenstein himself was notoriously diffident about the prospects of using his ‘method’ for any such a ‘political’ undertaking. Such imperatives almost always involve making some sort of moral judgements - imperatives or/and moral prescriptions - and Wittgenstein once described moral philosophy as a ‘perfectly absolutely hopeless task’. But if we pursue the notion of ‘language game’ used above we can make some progress. I do not have time here to describe all the vagaries of the ‘language game’ to the uninitiated save to say that from the above description we can judge that this notion is a rule-governed social practice involving the use of words, moreover, most language games are governed by two sets of rules one for the speaker and one for the hearer. If we were then to make a number of philosophical leaps of faith here – and whether they are philosophically legitimate leaps I have yet to test out – the first would be to assume that firstly, that all social ‘practices’ aimed at addressing issues in what I have termed the social problematic entail making some kind of value-judgement and these are ipso facto moral judgements; the second is to assume that the rules for the use of such values can be understood as rules of a family of language games and, finally, to argue that such rules in their primitive form are the rules for the use of certain very simple but universal imperatives, for example ‘Help! and ‘No!’. Accepting these moves we can claim that making value-judgements or applying morality is basically a set of rules for the use of these ‘universal imperatives’. We will assume of these that under certain circumstances anyone may give to anyone else without any special social relationship (other than the speaker and the hearer) being required. Beings who do not have such universal imperatives among their use of language could be said not to have a morality. What I mean is if all their imperatives among their uses of language require a special relationship between speaker and hearer, then such things might be said to have an authority structure, a sense of tribal loyalty, friendship circles, family ties, etc., that is concern for some but not all; concern/care for others but not all others - thus not morality. To be said to be able to lay claim to being good, fair, honest, etc., a group of beings must posses at least some imperatives among their uses of the language that demonstrate concern for (all) others. This is not to argue that these must be the same imperatives as our own, beings whose form of life is different from ours may use different imperatives, which operate by different rules. Among human beings, however, these kind of ‘universal’ imperatives will have a use that is inclusive. The rules for the use of imperatives vary to some extent from one community of speakers to another but the basic paradigms tend to remain the same. Such uses of language could be said to be profound expressions of our humanity, including primitive reactions to our own suffering and distress as well as the suffering and distress of others without which the language game of ‘universal imperatives’ could not be taught or learned. The paradigmatic rules of such language games are the basic rules of human ‘concern’ – a ‘practice’ which is practiced, more or less imperfectly by nearly all human beings.
Social Theory and Social Practice

I think it entirely plausible, then, if we can uncover or ‘perspicuously represent’ these ‘universal imperatives’ in the language game of social theory and its practices, that, in this way, we can come to be more aware of our own reflective prejudgements and we can make a more conscious attempt to eradicate the ones that are harmful and unjustifiable. It seems viable and at least potentially fruitful line of inquiry to pursue this deconstruction of linguistic practices to make our humanity visible and allow the eschewing of invidious practices that keep the ‘social problematic’ in place. However, despite this line of inquiry there is still the question of how far this type of linguistic analysis will take us is open to question, however, as some of the most entrenched forms of and gregarious instances of social problems may be beyond the reach of philosophical intervention.

What I am arguing, is that certain theoretical constructs including those we have considered in this block, that inform practice aimed at the social problematic may have (mostly) ignored the subject’s embodied embeddedness in this routine flow of spontaneous, living, responsive activity. Not only have such theoretical discourse let it remain unnoticed in the background to everything that we do, but have also ignored its importance as a sustaining and resourceful setting that is always present in our attempts to make sense of, and in our lives. Especially, certain political philosophical thinking around social problems has, perhaps, failed to notice the occurrence within social life of those special but in fact everyday events, those departures from the routine, which enable us to gain access, not only to the ‘inner worlds’ of certain kinds of social groups forms of life – but also to the unique ‘inner worlds’ of the other individuals around us, including, sometimes, the bizarre worlds of those living in strange relations to their circumstances, utterly unfamiliar to the rest of us. 

Conclusion

I will conclude by suggesting, then, that, following Wittgenstein, as far as our investigations into social theory and its practices are concerned, the task is not that of finding the single, Archimedean standpoint from which to construct a final, true theory for understanding the world of practice or the finding of the perspective that we can anoint with the title ‘correct theory’ for practice. Indeed, I want to suggest that it is not to do with finding any new theories at all. It is to do with creating new ways of acting, new practices within which to capture – to notice and characterize linguistically – the character of the living moments in which ‘meaning making’ occurs. Our ways of acting, or forms of life, are primary and do not, and cannot, receive their justification or rationale from any theories that we might have of them. They are themselves the source (the grounds) of all the justifications we might offer for specific actions, for the task of such justifications is to sustain our forms of life in existence. Indeed, as Wittgenstein puts it, a theoretical picture often ‘stands in the way of us seeing the use of [a] word as it is’ (1953, §305) – we need to be sensitive to the changing sensuous influences actually at work on us, moment-by-moment, in our ordinary, everyday social actions, interactions and transactions with each other. For, ‘conversation flows on, the application and interpretation of words, and only in its course do words have their meaning’ and ‘what we [i.e., those who follow his methods] do is to bring words back from their metaphysical to their everyday use’ (Wittgenstein. 1953, 116.) That is, we point out, not the explicit, conventional, cognitive, representational meanings of people’s words, but meanings of a quite different kind: those implicit in people’s unique, sensed, responsive reactions to their surroundings. Thus my aim is to try to articulate the nature of the relational practices involved in investigating these fleeting, momentary, responsive meanings.
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