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PREFACE 

The origins of this book go back to the late 1980s, when I was serving as 
the first director of the Center for the Study of Social Transformations 
( CSST) at the University of Michigan. CSST was a university-funded ex .. 
periment in interdisciplinarity, a collection of historians, anthropologists, 
and sociologists-as brilliant as they were argumentative-who met reg
ularly to thrash out questions of theory and method. Our discussions were 
intense and absorbing; they spilled over into lunches, parties, and count
less ad hoc seminars in the corridors. The discussions certainly vindicated 
the founding group's assumption that scholars in these three disciplines 
had plenty of interests in common and much to learn from each other. 
They also made it clear that disciplinary divides were very real: disagree
ments between those hailing from different fields were often sharp and 
sometimes heated. 

It was in the midst of these rather dramatic interdisciplinary debates 
that the idea of writing this book took shape. At the time, I had a joint 
appointment in history and sociology and had been reading anthropology 
and hanging out with anthropologists for years. I was convinced then, and 
remain convinced today, that a social science combining historians' nuanced 
sense of social temporalities, anthropologists' recognition of the power 
and complexity of culture, and sociologists' commitment to explanatory 
rigor is both possible and necessary. My own particular obsession in our 
debates was to insist that we recognize the fundamental historicity of all 
social forms. Understanding the operations of social temporality was no 
less important, I was convinced, for anthropologists or sociologists study
ing"the present" than for historians studying"the past:' I argued that cen-

lX 



x PREFACE 

tral theoretical categories-like "culture" and "structure"-needed to be 
reconceptualized to make them capable of confronting the unavoidable 
fact of historical change. This book, which has taken many years to write, 
is dedicated to building the problematics of historical transformation into 
the conceptual vocabulary of social theory. 

In 1991, I took up a position in political science and history at the Uni
versity of Chicago, thus extending my experience as a participant observer 
to a fourth social science discipline. By then, I had written three of the es
says that were to find their way into this book and had several others in 
mind. But in the helter-skelter of contemporary academic life, I never 
found the time to sit down and write the book through end-to-end. In
stead, I took advantage of invitations to give a paper here or attend a con
ference there and composed them one at a time. The essays have, therefore, 
gradually been scattered about in various journals and edited collections. 
But in spite of their varied histories, all the essays in this book-with the 
exception of chapter 9, which I have revised extensively to make it fit the 
book's themes- were written with this volume in mind. I hope readers 
who know previous versions of these essays will find that they gain in 
depth from each others' company. 

Scholarship, which may seem a lonely occupation to those who do not 
pursue it, is in fact profoundly social. Our ideas are produced within the 
socially constructed network of puzzles, problems, and obsessions that are 
the stuff of intellectual communities, and they are advanced by endless dis
cussion and argument. This general observation is particularly pertinent 
for a book like this, which attempts to bridge the conversations of several 
more or less distinct academic specialties. My ability to formulate the 
questions asked in this book and my confidence that the answers I propose 
may prove useful to others depends utterly on a long string of overlapping 
interdisciplinary conversations I have carried on with other scholars in 
several different cities over the past four decades. These conversations 
have been sustained above all in a succession of more-or-less organized 
discussion groups. These have varied enormously in form, focus, and in
stitutional location, but they have had one thing in common. They have 
made it possible to explore a range of topics and ideas that would have 
been far beyond my ken as an individual scholar- and to do so in a frame
work of unfettered discussion, critical probing, and mutual respect. It is in 
these discussion groups that my thinking about history and the social sci
ences has been stimulated, tried out, criticized, reformulated, and, I hope, 
improved. I feel that the arguments I have made in this book are a joint 
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product, co-authored with the many friends and colleagues who have col
laborated in my reflections over the years. It is to them, and to the discus
sion groups that sustained our conversations, that I dedicate this book. 

Scholarship also requires material support. During the years I worked 
on this book I was awarded a fellowship from the John Simon Guggen
heim Foundation and spent glorious year-long research leaves at the Cen
ter for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences in Stanford, California 
and at the Institute for Advanced Study in Princeton, New Jersey-the 
first supported by the National Science Foundation (grant number BNS-
870064) and the second by the National Endowment for the Humanities. 
I also received generous support from the Universities of Michigan and 
Chicago and from the Successful Societies Program of the Canadian In
stitute for Advanced Research. 

I would like to thank David Brent, my editor at the University of 
Chicago Press, for skillfully guiding this book to publication. I received 
valuable and generous readings of the entire manuscript from the Press's 
two referees, Michele Lamont and Keith Baker. During the final two years 
of writing and rewriting this text, I benefited from the loving companion
ship, the constant intellectual stimulation, and the fine critical eye of Jan 
Goldstein, who was always willing to take time out from the book she was 
finishing to hear my latest thoughts or to read a chapter. I hope we'll finish 
many more books in each other's company. 
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THEORY, HISTORY, AND SOCIAL SCIENCE 

The goal of this book is to initiate a serious dialogue about social theory 
between history and the social sciences. The groundwork for such a 

theoretical discussion already exists. Social scientists and historians have 
been talking to each other and reading each other's work for a long time, 
and both groups of scholars discuss social theory and make use of it in 
their research. Yet, for reasons I sketch out below, an adequate dialogue 
about social theory has not developed. In particular, historians' complex 
and many~sided understanding of the temporalities of social life has 
scarcely found its way into social theoretical debate. Having spent the bet
ter part of my career as a simultaneous participant in the everyday aca
demic life of history and various social science disciplines, I am convinced 
that a deeper theoretical engagement between historians and social scien
tists could be mutually enlightening. In this book I indicate what shape 
such an engagement might take, some of the topics it could illuminate, and 
how it might affect thinking on both sides of the disciplinary divide. If my 
arguments are not found convincing, I hope they will provoke counter
arguments. I firmly believe that social theory, history, and the social sci
ences-and more importantly, our common project of gaining knowledge 
about the social world- can advance only by means of free, open, and 
spirited intellectual exchange. 

HISTORY AND THE SOCIAL SCIENCES 

It is hardly novel, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, to call for 
dialogue between historians and social scientists. Such a dialogue was, for 
example, one of the stated ideals of Marc Bloch and Lucien Febvre as long 

I 



2 CHAPTER ONE 

ago as 1929, when they founded the famous and influential French histor
ical journal Annales. In the decades following World War II, and particu
larly in the 1960s and 1970s, the discipline of history all over the world was 
profoundly affected by methods and theoretical perspectives borrowed 
from the social sciences. Since the 1970s, this borrowing has increasingly 
been reciprocated by social scientists: sociologists and anthropologists, in 
particular, have become increasingly interested in questions of historical 
change. Moreover, at least in the abstract, social scientists and historians 
have always been interested in the same fundamental problems: the func
tioning, reproduction, and transformation of social relations. Finally, his
tory and the social sciences crystalized out of a single field of discourse. 
It was only between the l88os and World War I that sociology, history, 
political science, anthropology, geography, and economics emerged as the 
distinct and professionalized academic disciplines we know today. Prior to 
that time, intellectual discussion flowed easily across the indistinct bound
aries between different genres of scholarship. It is difficult to assign major 
thinkers of this era to a single field, as we understand these fields today. 
Was Adam Smith or John Stuart Mill a philosopher, an economist, or a 
political scientist? Was Marx an economist, a sociologist, a philosopher, or 
a historian? Tocqueville a historian, a sociologist, an ethnographer, or a 
political scientist? It was only in the early twentieth century that the aca
demic disciplines, replete with their distinct departments, chairs, curric
ula, and doctoral programs, became genuinely-if artificially-distinct 
intellectual universes (Abbot l999i Clark l973i Keylor l975i Lepenies 1988; 
Novick 1988; Ross 1991). Only then were history and the various social sci
ences sufficiently clearly bounded that one could think about the necessity 
of initiating a dialogue. The cross-disciplinary poaching that currently 
prevails in history and the social sciences might therefore be seen as beto
kening a return to the golden age of our predisciplinary past. 

The academic disciplines, however, have utterly transformed the Edenic 
intellectual landscape of the late eighteenth or early nineteenth centuries. 
The disciplines, true to their name, wield powerful disciplinary mecha
nisms of control and constraint. With their monopoly on certification and 
their control over curriculum, hiring, tenure, and allocation of research 
funding, the disciplines have entrenched themselves within clearly drawn 
borders. The untiring efforts of several generations of academic social sci
entists and historians have succeeded in forming distinct communities of 
discourse, with distinct methods, vocabularies, and standards of evalua
tion. It is because the disciplines have so successfully divided up the intel-
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lectual terrain- not of course, without smuggling and recurrent boundary 
disputes-that conversation between historians and social scientists must 
take the form of dialogues between disciplines. 

It is certainly true that in the past forty years or so the borders have be
come ever more porous. It has become de rigueur in academic circles to 
praise interdisciplinarity in scholarship and in graduate training-al .. 
though it should be said that the actual practice of interdisciplinarity often 
falls short of articulated ideals, especially when it comes to hiring decisions. 
It is common for current work in historical studies to transcend discipli
nary boundaries in multiple ways, with historical research being carried 
out by scholars with various formal disciplinary affiliations, using methods 
and theories of the most assorted provenance. In this sense, dialogues be .. 
tween history and the social sciences are carried on every day. Both histo
rians and social scientists have also widened this discourse to include the
oretical borrowing from the humanities. The "linguistic turn'' or "cultural 
turn'' that has swept over the social sciences and history alike in the past 
quarter century has brought theories about meaning and representation, 
many developed by literary critics and philosophers, into the interdiscipli
nary mix. Nevertheless, the nature of these dialogues has been strongly 
shaped by the disciplinary cultures of the fields from which the scholars 
come. It is for this reason that I feel comfortable speaking of the need to ini
tiate a dialogue about social theory between historians and social scientists, 
even in the current landscape of widespread interdisciplinarity. 

Theory has a strikingly less central place in history than in the social sci
ence disciplines. From the beginnings of the systematic differentiation of 
disciplines in the late nineteenth century, historians and social scientists 
alike have contrasted the "ideographic" or"descriptive" research of histori
ans-which attempts to capture the uniqueness and particularity of its 
object-with the "nomothetic" or "explanatory" research of social scien
tists-which aims to establish general laws or at least valid generaliza
tions. Social science fields might be said to be defined by their theories and 
formal methodologies; history is more informally (but no less effectively) 
defined by its careful use of archival or"primary" sources, its insistence on 
meticulously accurate chronology, and its mastery of narrative. This differ
ence is clearly marked in the fields' graduate programs. Graduate students 
in the social sciences are usually required to take courses in the discipline's 
theory and/ or methods at the beginning of their careers. By contrast, 
courses in historical theory or methods usually are purely elective, if they 
are offered at all. The most important site of disciplinary training in his-
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tory graduate programs is not the required theory or methods course, but 
the research seminar, where students learn to be historians by doing re

search in primary sources and writing historical narratives, rather than by 

mastering the theories and explicit methodologies of their fields. At the 
point when they have finished their formal coursework, historians typically 
are already quite sophisticated researchers and writers but lack systematic 
theoretical training. Social scientists, at this moment in their careers, of

ten have little sense of how to carry out a research project, but can argue 

about fine points of theory indefinitely. 
This difference in the place of theory in the disciplines remains true at 

all stages and in all aspects of the career. Articles in social science journals 
nearly always begin with a discussion of the relevant theory, whereas arti

cles in historical journals are more likely to begin with something that 
evokes the particularity of their subject matter-for example, an anecdote 
or a salient quotation from contemporary sources- than with discussions 

of theory or historical interpretation.1 The same difference shows up in 

definitions of jobs: it is common for positions to be advertised as sociolog
ical theory, economic theory, or political theory, but I have never seen a job 
advertised in historical theory. Countless famous social scientists have 

made their reputations on the basis of work in theory, but it is hard to 
think of more than a handful of historians whose eminence arose from 

theoretical writing, and the few cases that come to mind generally do not 
have exclusively history appointments. Hayden White, the only historian 
I can think of whose fame rests almost entirely on theoretical works, spent 

most of his career teaching in the interdisciplinary History of Conscious
ness humanities program at the University of California, Santa Cruz 

(1973, 1978, 1987, 1999). Others-such as Joan Scott, a historian who is an 
eminent feminist theorist, or Dominick LaCapra, an intellectual historian 

who is also an important figure in literary theory, or William Reddy, who 
has done path-breaking theoretical work on the social and historical sig
nificance of emotions; or Dipesh Chakarabarty, who is a major "post
colonial" theorist-initially rose to prominence on the basis of more em-

l. I have checked this perception by looking at the opening paragraphs of articles in a hand
ful of recent history and social science journals and coding them as either theoretical or de
scriptive. In both the American journal of Sociology in 2002 and the American journal of Political Sci

ence in 2002, articles that begin by invoking theoretical issues vastly outnumbered those that 
begin by invoking some temporally and spatially delimited trend, situation, or event (z7 out of 
30 and 51 out of 56, respectively). In both the American Historical Review in 2001and2002 and the 
Journal of Modern History in 2002, articles were about twice as likely to begin with invocations of 
trends or events as with theoretical or interpretive issues (21 out of 31 and 8 out of 12, respec

tively). 
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pirical works and continue to publish in the empirical genre. Moreover, 
it is surely not coincidental that they all have some kind of extra-history .. 
department appointment. 2 That there are a handful of historians whose 
theoretical writings have received considerable attention even outside the 
history profession certainly indicates that theory is no longer off-limits to 
historians, but the fact that their numbers are so few and that their insti
tutional location is commonly at once inside and outside of history shows 
that theory remains peripheral to the historical enterprise. 

At present, it is common for historians to read social theory and to cite 
theorists in their written work. Indeed, such figures as Clifford Geertz, 
Antonio Gramsci, Michel Foucault, and Pierre Bourdieu-not to mention 
Karl Marx, Max Weber, and Emile Durkheim-have become something 
like household names in contemporary historical discourse. Yet even this 
growing use of theory does not constitute a genuine dialogue. There is no 
dialogue because the historians rarely speak back. They use social theory 
to orient their thinking, or borrow its vocabulary in their interrogation of 
historical sources or in formulating their arguments. What remains ex
ceptional is for historians to intervene actively in social-theoretical de
bates. When historians borrow social-theoretical concepts we often find 
that the concepts don't quite fit, that they need to be adjusted, nuanced, or 
combined with concepts from other, apparently incompatible, theoretical 
discourses in order to be useful in historical research. In this sense, our use 
of theory is, practically speaking, critical. But we almost never reflect in 
print about these critical adjustments, nuancings, or recombinations. We 
tend not to ask whether something is systematically amiss in the theories 
we are borrowing that makes them ungainly for use in historical research, 
or to propose new vocabularies or conceptual schemas that might improve 
upon or supersede the existing concepts.3 As a consequence, our use of so
cial theory, while often implicitly critical in practice, has little impact on 

2. Scott is a professor in the interdisciplinary School of Social Science at the Institute for Ad
vanced Study, LaCapra holds a professorship in Humanistic Studies at Cornell; Reddy holds a 
joint appointment in History and Anthropology at Duke, and Chakrabarty has appointments in 
both History and South Asian Languages and Civilizations at Chicago. (For what it is worth, 
my own appointment is joint in Political Science and History at Chicago.) These historians' 
best-known theoretical works are Scott (1988), LaCapra (1983, I985, 1989, I991), Reddy (2001), 

Chakrabarty (2000). But see also Scott (1974, 1996), LaCapra (1972, 1982), Reddy (1984, 1997), 

and Chakrabarty (1989). 

3. An instructive exception to this rule is Jan Goldstein's 'AAerword;' in the reedition of her 
Console and Classify (2001). Published fourteen years after the appearance of the original edition, 
Goldstein's afterword is precisely a reflection back upon the categories of social theory, in this 
case sociological theories about professionalization and Michel Foucault's opposition between 
disciplines and the law. 
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the store of social theory available to historians or to other scholars. 
Thanks to our training and to the prevailing culture of professional his

tory, we have lacked the confidence to become active participants in theo
retical debates. 

In this book, I hope to show that this lack of confidence is mistaken: 
that historians have important and illuminating things to say about cen

tral issues in social theory. As I see it, social theory badly needs a serious 

infusion of historical habits of mind. But we can't expect sociologists, ge

ographers, political scientists, and anthropologists to do the job for us. 
Only if historians enter the fray and develop systematic critiques and re
formulations of the theories we borrow from social scientists can we ex

pect to build social theories adequate for grasping the ever-changing world 
that is our common object. 

WHAT HISTORIANS KNOW 

What historians generally think of themselves as knowing about are their 
topics of research- the Russian Revolution, the Italian city-state, the In
dian Ocean trade, the New Deal, the Ming Dynasty bureaucracy, the Boer 
War, Brazilian popular culture. This includes, of course, knowledge about 
how to use and interpret the relevant published and archival sources. But 
historians, whatever their particular topic, also know something else: how 
to think about the temporalities of social life. The common topic of histo
rians is the unfolding of human action through time. Our thinking about 
time tends to be implicit rather than explicit, to be embodied in specific 
narrative accounts of particular series of events or particular transforma
tions of communities, states, or fields of discourse. We don't think of our

selves as having a theory of social temporality. Yet I am convinced that most 
historians actually share a set of assumptions about how time is implicated 
in the organization and transformation of social relations and that these 

assumptions can be stated abstractly. In other words, historians have im
plicit or working theories about social temporality. Moreover, these theo
ries are of considerable subtlety and sophistication, far superior, in my 
opinion, to the rather clumsy temporal assumptions that plague most the
orizing in the social sciences. It is precisely as theoreticians of temporality 
that historians can most usefully participate in social theoretical debates. 

How, then, do historians think about social temporality~ First, and 
most fundamentally, I think we believe that time is fateful. Time is irre

versible, in the sense that an action, once taken, or an event, once experi
enced, cannot be obliterated. It is lodged in the memory of those whom it 
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affects and therefore irrevocably alters the situation in which it occurs. Al
though I might make a promise and then retract it, the fact of my having 
made the promise is not obliterated by the retraction. I become, both to 
myself and to others who know about the incident, a different person, one 
who has made and retracted a promise. Most of our actions, of course, do 
not transform the situation in which they are undertaken. By nodding to 
my co-worker when we pass in the hall, I merely reaffirm our common em
ployment status. Yet this simple gesture is itself significant for the ongoing 
history of social relations in my work unit (in my case, a department of 
political science). That this is so becomes immediately obvious if I fail to 
produce the acknowledging nod. If I simply walk by with no acknowledge
ment, this might be read as an ominous act, as a sign that I have entered a 
hostile faction of the department or that I have decided to vote no on his 
upcoming promotion. Especially if repeated, failing to give the expected 
nod will result in a chilling of social relations between me and the snubbed 
colleague. Either act, the nod or the lack of a nod, leaves a historical residue; 
it inflects the social relations between me and my colleague and potentially 
those of my department as a whole. And it goes without saying that more 
dramatic actions- denouncing a colleague at a faculty meeting, arguing 
vociferously against making new hires in one of the department's rival sub
fields, or inviting a previously nodding acquaintance to co-teach a course 
or collaborate on a paper-will generally have considerably more power
ful effects on the course of social relations in the department. 

Although individual actions can be shown to have fateful social effects, 
it is also true that every act is part of a sequence of actions and that its effects 
are profoundly dependent upon its place in the sequence. My relations 
with my nodding-acquaintance colleague will be more profoundly ruptured 
by my non-nod if I have failed to nod to her the past three times we've 
passed in the hall, or if she has recently been snubbed by one of my known 
friends and allies, or if I have recently said disparaging things in a depart
ment meeting about the kind of research she does. By contrast, the effects 
of my non-nod will be decreased if we have recently been on the same side 
in a struggle to reform the department's voting procedures or if she has just 
gotten an article accepted in one of the field's leadingjournals. Historians 
believe that we cannot understand why things happened as they did with
out .figuring out the sequence in which things happened. As this implies, 
historians assume that the outcome of any action, event, or trend is likely 
to be contingent, that its effects will depend upon the particular complex 
temporal sequence of which it is a part. The effects of a given happening 
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may be nullified, magnified, deflected, compounded, channeled, or broad ... 
cast by previous, subsequent, or simultaneous happenings. The fact that 
the outcome will be contingent upon not only a wide range of other ac.
tions, trends, or events, but also upon the precise temporal sequence in 
which these occur, means that historical happenings are extremely unpre ... 
dictable. 

It is of course true that social scientists also recognize the fatefulness of 
time in their personal lives. Sociologists or economists are just as aware as 
historians that having a baby, deciding to take a new job, being left by one's 
spouse, making friends with a colleague whose ideas transform one's own, 
or learning that one's child has a life ... threatening disease have major and 
unpredictable consequences for one's life. The difference, as I see it, is that 
while social scientists recognize temporal fatefulness as a truth of every ... 
day existence, most of them bracket this truth out of their scientific con ... 
sciousness. Although they see these everyday or personal experiences as 
fateful and existentially wrenching, they view them as essentially random, 
as noise, from the point of view of the whole. As social scientists, they see 
their task as rising above the contingency and messiness of everyday life 
to find the lawful regularities that actually govern the whole. Historians' 
practices imply a rejection of this partitioning of everyday life from the 
social totality and claim instead that temporal fatefulness we experience 
in our personal lives is replicated at every level of social life. 

The conceptual vehicle by means of which historians construct or ana.
lyze the contingency and temporal fatefulness of social life is the event. 

Historians see the flow of social life as being punctuated by significant 
happenings, by complexes of social action that somehow change the course 
of history. Historians constantly talk about "turning points" or "water.
sheds" in history and spend much of their conceptual energy dividing 
the flow of history into distinct eras that events-the establishment of the 
Han Dynasty, the Crusades, the rise of printing, the Reformation, the In
dustrial Revolution, the Russo-Japanese War, the Nazi seizure of power, 
the Cuban Missile Crisis, the rise of electronic media, the fall of the Berlin 
Wall-mark off from each other. Historians see events like these, which 
transform the histories of entire human collectivities, as having the same 
sort of fatefulness and contingency as the smaller events-divorces, new 
jobs, angry breaches in department meetings-that inflect the course of 
our personal lives. As usual, historians haven't engaged in much abstract 
theoretical reflection about how events have such dramatic, historically 
transformative effects. They have, rather, given countless narrative ac-
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counts of how particular sequences of happenings have indeed changed 
the course of history of some collectivity or other-Oxford dons, Shang
hai workers, New Yorkers, Russians, Roman Catholics, or the world as a 

whole. As against the implicit assumption of most social scientists, that 
social change takes place according to smooth, gradual, predictable, and 
linear processes, historians assume that historical temporality is lumpy, 
uneven, unpredictable, and discontinuous. 

Thinking about historical events makes clear another fundamental as
sumption about temporality that is probably less obvious (although no 
less true) at the level of personal experience: that social temporality is ex
tremely complex. One significant characteristic of historical events is that 
they always combine social processes with very different temporalities
relatively gradual or long-run social trends, more volatile swings of_public 
opinion, punctual accidental happenings, medium-run political strategies, 
sudden individual decisions, oscillating economic or climatic rhythms
which are brought together in specific ways, at specific places and times, in 
a particular sequence. That there are a diversity of temporalities operating 
in any present raises difficult analytical challenges. How do we handle the 
problem of sequence when we are dealing not with a chain of discrete and 
precisely timeable decisions, but the intertwining of long-term with punc
tual processes? Which social processes, with which temporalities, will 
emerge as dominant in an event that mixes them together? How, and 
when, do short-term processes override, deflect, or transform long-term 
processes? How do long-term trends reassert themselves in situations 
where they seem to have been eclipsed by more pressing political pro.
cesses? Writing convincing historical narratives often hinges on the ability 
to resolve such complex temporal conundrums. 

The historians' "eventful" conception of temporality certainly posits 
that different historical times have, effectively, different rates of change
that history may be "accelerated" by events. But it also posits that events 
transform or reconfigure social relations. The consequence is that they see 
distinct historical eras as having varying forms of life and different social 
dynamics. Historians, to put it differently, assume that time is heteroge-
neous. We assume that what entities exist in the social world, how they 
operate, and what they mean change fundamentally over time. This is not 
to say that the world is in constant flux and chaos; the social temporality 
posited by historians is always a mix of continuity and change. But our 
working assumption is that every important form of social relations is po
tentially subject to change: not only ideas, institutions, and identities, but 
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tools, forms of shelter, sex, gods, climate, diseases, cultivated plants, and 

languages. Another way of putting this is to say that historians implicitly 
assume that social life is fundamentally constituted by culture, but by cul

ture in the widest possible sense- that is, by humanly constructed prac
tices, conventions, and beliefs that shape all aspects of social life, from agri
culture and procreation to poetry and religion. We assume that because 
these practices are huma,nly constructed, humans are also capable of de
stroying, altering, neglecting, forgetting, or radically reconstructing them, 

either purposely or unintentionally. 
Temporal heterogeneity implies causal heterogeneity. It implies that the 

consequences of a given act are not intrinsic in the act but rather will de

pend on the nature of the social world within which it takes place. This as
sumption is quite contrary to the practices of mainstream social scientists, 
whose entire mode of operation is to discover and apply general causal laws, 
laws implicitly or explicitly assumed to be independent of time and place. 
The model case would be economists, who assume that all social actors 
everywhere are utility maximizers and that the laws of supply and demand 
are universal. Historians of course admit the existence of causal regulari
ties of considerable duration. But rather than assuming that the world of 

the past must have been governed by the same logics as the world of the 
present, historians assume that the social logics governing past social 
worlds varied fundamentally, and therefore that their logics must be dis
covered and puzzled out by the researcher. 

Temporal heterogeneity also implies that understanding or explaining 
social practices requires historical contextualization. We cannot know what 
an act or an utterance means and what its consequences might be without 
knowing the semantics, the technologies, the conventions-in brief, the 
logics - that characterize the world in which the action takes place. His
torians tend to explain things not by subsuming them under a general or 
"covering" law, but by relating them to their context. 

Finally, if the world in which actions take place is temporally heteroge-
neous, it makes sense for historians to insist on the importance of chronol~ 
ogy. Indeed, chronology- the precise placement of a happening or a fact 
in time- is important for two reasons. First, as I have already pointed out, 

historians insist that we cannot know why something happens or what 
its significance might be with-out knowing where it fits in a sequence of 
happenings. Meticulous attention to chronology is the only way to be sure 

that we have the sequence straight. But chronology is also important be
cause the meaning of an action or an event depends on the temporal con-
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text in which it occurs. In order to understand the relation of one social 
fact to another, one needs to know whether the temporal boundaries of 
the social facts placed them within the same"historical era"-that is to say, 

within a period during which some particular historical logic obtained. 
Chronology is crucial because it tells us within what historical context we 
must place the actions, texts, or material artifacts we are attempting to in
terpret or explain. 

The historian's implicit theorization of social temporality-as fateful, 

contingent, complex, eventful, and heterogeneous-is, I hope to have in
dicated, reasonably coherent. And its methodological corollaries-a con
cern with chronology, sequence, and contextualization-seem to me log

ically consistent with the theory. I think that the vast majority of working 
historians would concur with at least the general outlines of what I have 
claimed on their behal£ although I am sure many would contest one or 
more of my specific formulations. This theorization is intentionally very 
abstract, and even historians who accept my abstract outline might dis
agree violently over how its various points might be specified: What counts 
as an adequate contextualization? What social causalities vary from one 
period to another? What is it about events that enables them to"change the 

course of history"? What is contingent and what is necessary in a given 
course of change? 

Historians, at least implicitly, conceptualize social temporality with 
considerable care and finesse. But with rare exceptions, they do so only 
implicitly. They don't regard their understanding of the temporality of so

cial life as being a matter of theory at all, but simply as how the world 
works, as the mere factuality of things. They learn their conception of 
temporality by a kind of scholarly osmosis, by reading other historians and 

internalizing the ways they narrate accounts of historical change a~d con
tinuity. They know a lot about social temporality, but they know it as a 
kind of professional common sense, all the more so because it is roughly 

consistent, as I have tried to indicate above, with a more everyday common 
sense about the temporality of our personal experience. Moreover, histo
rians, in my experience, suffer from a kind of narrative overconfidence. 

When they reach tight spots in their arguments, they tend to try to nar
rate their way out of trouble, going back to the sources for yet more detail, 
laying on more and more examples, instances, and anecdotes. This often 
means that important conceptual questions-about temporal dynamics, 
about causation, about the nature of the relations between events or en
tities-get lost in a welter of narrative detail, rather than being addressed 



!2 CHAPTER ONE 

at the appropriate conceptual level. Historians may be virtuosos of social 
temporality, but their theoretical consciousness is often so underdevel
oped that they are not conceptually aware of what they know. 

It also must be said that there are plenty of sociologists, political scien
tists, anthropologists, or geographers whose working assumptions about 
temporality more closely resemble the historians' model I have sketched 
above than the assumptions of mainstream social science. Indeed, most of 
the examples of adequately historical conceptualizations of temporality 
that I discuss in this book were assembled by sociologists or anthropolo
gists, not historians.4 I have chosen these examples in part because it is im
portant to show that sophistication about temporality is not fated to be a 
unique possession of professional historians and in part because sociolo
gists and anthropologists tend to be more self-consciously aware than his
torians of the theoretical problems posed by their historical arguments. 
Yet it is symptomatic of the primitive state of theoretical dialogue between 
history and the social sciences that even these social scientists, whose gen
eral theoretical and methodological instincts are finely honed, are often in
sufficiently explicit themselves about their temporal assumptions. This is 
another reason to believe that a more robust theoretical dialogue between 
social scientists and historians would be beneficial to both. 

WHAT SOCIAL SCIENTISTS KNOW 

Social scientists tend to be much more self-conscious about theory than 
historians. That is why it makes sense for historians to enter into theoret
ical dialogue with them. But in initiating a dialogue, it is important to note 
the internal diversity of the social sciences, both within and between dis
ciplines. The same professionalization of the academic fields that divided 
history from the social sciences also made each of the social science disci
plines distinct from the others. The predominant epistemological culture 
of most social science fields in the United States is positivist, but anthro
pology has developed in a very different and much more interpretivist di
rection. The theoretical assumptions of most social or cultural anthropol
ogists are probably closer to those of historians than to those of other 
social scientists. Indeed, many anthropologists pay more attention to the 
work of humanities scholars than to that of sociologists, political scientists, 
economists or-for that matter-historians. Economics, by contrast, is 
the most fully mathematical and quantitative of the social sciences, while 

4. See, especially, chapters 3 and 7, below. 
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sociology, political science, and geography are deeply rent by theoretical 
and methodological disputes. There is, for example, almost no epistemo
logical overlap between the views of symbolic interactionists and demog
raphers within sociology. This diversity in theoretical outlook among so
cial scientists means that the notion of a dialogue between history and 
social science is something of an oversimplification. In fact, a dialogue with 
anthropologists will be different in form and content from one with soci
ologists or economists, and one with symbolic interactionists different 
from one with demographers. Nor are all social scientists likely to be 
equally good or willing interlocutors for historians. Indeed, most of the so
cial scientists who practice "mainstream" quantitative social science begin 
with theoretical premises so incompatible with the working assumptions 
of historians that we might expect conversation with them to be largely a 
dialogue of the deaf.5 

Practically speaking, the most valuable dialogic partners for hi~tory are 
social scientists who are interested in historical and cultural questions, and 
who either use or are at least willing to countenance what are called''inter
pretive" or "qualitative" methods. Nearly all social scientists who write 
what would normally be called "social theory" fit into this category, as 
would most social or cultural anthropologists. But in predominantly pos
itivistic and quantitative fields like sociology, economics, political science, 
and geography, such scholars are a dissident minority. If my experience is 
any guide, one reason that interpretively inclined social scientists might 
be interested in theoretical exchanges with historians is their sense of 
embattlement within their own fields. What I am actually advocating and 
attempting to carry out in this book is not and cannot be a general and 
diffuse dialogue between "history" and "social science;' but a more specific 
theoretical dialogue with those social scientists who might be ready to join 
in a common enterprise. At the same time, it is important to realize that 
historians' theoretical insights of are valuable not only to social scientists 
who work on specifically historical topics. Because the social world is in 
fact ever-changing, because it is structured by complex and contingent 
temporalities, it is as crucial for someone who studies the contemporary 

5. See Andrew Abbott's (1988) classic critique of the standard assumptions of quantitative 
sociology. I hasten to add that I certainly do not oppose quantitative research and have indeed 
done a fair share of it myself. In the final chapter of this book I make a specific argument for the 
value, even the necessity, of quantitative methods-but from a theoretical perspective very 
different from that which currently dominates the social-scientific mainstream in the United 
States. 
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social world to understand the logics of history as it is for someone who 

studies the past. 
What, then, do social scientists know that they can bring to a dialogue 

with historians- other than their generally higher level of theoretical 
consciousness? Social scientists' most theoretically valuable habit of mind, 
in my opinion, is their strong penchant for structural thinking, a penchant 

that interpretivists generally share to a greater or lesser degree with posi
tivists. By contrast with historians, who tend to opt for multiple causality 
and detailed circumstantial narrative, social scientists tend to look for ex

planations in terms of a relatively limited set of enduring, entrenched, and 
causally powerful features of the social world-such features as class rela

tions, dominant ideologies, enduring occupational or demographic pat
terns, powerful economic interests, stubborn cultural beliefs, or built-in 
characteristics of organizations. Where historians tend to be satisfied with 
multi-stranded but ultimately causally diffuse accounts, social scientists 
tend to single out what they take to be the most causally important fea
tures of the world and to elaborate their dynamics systematically. This in
sistence on explaining phenomena by means of well-defined structural fea
tures tends to push researchers to greater theoretical and methodological 
clarity. In my opinion, structural thinking is a social-scientific virtue that 
historians could profitably emulate. Indeed, I think one reason for histori
ans' widespread borrowing of concepts from social theory in the past few 
decades has been precisely an attempt to introduce more structural forms 
of thought into historical research. 

However, social scientists' structural thinking is commonly flawed by 
inadequate temporal assumptions. "Structure;' in most social-scientific 
usage, is at least implicitly conceived of as given, as the solid social facts or 
underlying and fundamentally invariable logics that determine the phe
nomenal shapes of social action. Social conduct, the specific features of in
stitutions, or particular beliefs and opinions may vary widely, but these 
variations are seen as effectively shaped or regulated by underlying struc
tures. In the rhetoric of social-scientific discourse, the buck tends to stop 
at structure. Once social or cultural variations have been attributed to 
structures-to institutional design, occupational distributions, gender 

stereotypes, binary systems of classification, consumer preferences, and 
so on-the explanation is regarded as complete. The problem, of course, 

is that the underlying causal structures themselves undergo mutations or 
transformations over the course of historical time. They, too, have histo
ries. Many social scientists are aware of the ultimately historical character 
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of structures, but they often don't know quite how to think about the 

problem. This seems to me one of the most obvious places where deeper 
theoretical dialogue between social scientists and historians could yield 

substantial benefits. What both social scientists and historians need is 
forms of structural thinking that are compatible with historical concep .. 

tions of temporality. 
A second valuable habit of mind that historians might pick up from so .. 

cial scientists-this time from historical sociologists, themselves only a 

minority subfield within sociology-is a willingness to confront the big .. 
gest historical questions. Historians, with their emphasis on archival re .. 
search, exact chronology, and detailed narration, tend to be very diffident 

about questions that take them beyond the limits of their scholarly mas .. 
tery. Historical sociologists, by contrast, have traditionally been willing to 
address the biggest questions: the rise of capitalism, the nation .. state, or 
modernity; the dynamics of revolutions; the governance of empires; the 
rise and fall of civilizations. 6 According to the scholarly standards of the 
history profession, scholars should possess a full command of the relevant 

historical literature and must have the ability to read documents in the 
original language; sociologists, by contrast, lack these admirable but also 
crippling scruples. This has freed historical sociologists to look for larger 
historical patterns that professional historians care about in principle but 
feel paralyzed about pursuing in practice. By reminding historians of the 
big questions and challenging us to examine, confirm, or refute their argu .. 
ments about them, historical sociologists consistently enlarge historians' 
horizons.7 

The social sciences, thus, have important virtues that historians should 
emulate. But they have their vices as well. Most fundamentally, main .. 

stream social scientists are hampered by an uncritical, or at least insuffi
ciently critical, embrace of a certain natural science model-by what in .. 

6. Examples include Eisenstadt (1963), Moore (1966), Wallerstein (1974a), Bendix (1978), 
Skocpol (1979), Mann (1986, 1993), Tilly (1990), and Arrighi (1994). 

7. It is by no means the case, it should be said, that social scientists are in general more wide
ranging than historians. It is, for example, rare for even the most mundane historical works to 
approach the empiricist triviality that threatens to become the norm in the political science sub
field of American politics, where article after article contributes to our knowing more and more 
about less and less-detailed statistical estimations of the effect of ballot initiatives on voter 
turnout, or of the effect of party influence or campaign contributions on congressional roll-call 
votes; or mathematically elaborate game-theoretic models of signaling in legislative-judicial inter
action, of tactical maneuvering on omnibus bills in congress, or of the effects of separation of 
powers on congressional decision-making. 
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terpretivist wags have aptly dubbed "physics envy:' The ideal of social 
science, at least since Auguste Comte announced the foundation of "soci
ology" in the early nineteenth century, has been to attain the degree of ex
actness that had already been achieved by physics at the time of Isaac 
Newton. Comte's schema has been repeated ever since: physical science, 
which deals with the simplest phenomena, was the first to reach the sci
entific stage; biology, which deals with more complex phenomena, at
tained scientific status later; and sociology (or, as we would say, social sci
ence), which deals with the most complex phenomena, will be the last to 
become fully scientific. The social sciences, so the litany goes, are still 
young sciences, and to become mature they must emulate their elders, 
adopting strict "scientific methods" and using mathematics and quantita
tive data whenever possible. This program has been carried out most fully 
in economics, which in recent decades has attained a status second only to 
physics among advocates of the natural science model. 

One might regard it as strange that a science could still remain "im
mature" some century and a half after its foundation, or that it could still 
be under the thrall of a long-surpassed Newtonian form of physics. The 
repeated failures to make the social sciences more efficacious by making 
them mathematical should have long since rendered the neo-Comtean 
schema implausible, but they have not. We are faced here with an ex
tremely powerful historical structure indeed, a stubborn intellectual 
founding myth whose abandonment seems equivalent, in the eyes of most 
American social scientists, to giving up the project of seeking exact social 
knowledge altogether. Indeed, as I argue in chapter 3 below, a version of 
this myth is powerful even among historical sociologists, who might seem 
the obvious allies of historians within the social sciences. The prestige of 
the natural sciences, the wish to emulate their"scientific methods;' to seek 
legitimation in quasi-experimental rigor- this continues to haunt even 
the most historically inclined social science fields. One of the most difficult 
obstacles facing a dialogue between history and the social sciences is this 
entrenched belief that some form of natural science model is the royal road 
to truth in the study of social life. 

This overvaluation of the natural science model reinforces a deep re
sistance among social scientists to the notion that society is culturally con
structed-which, as we have seen, is central to contemporary historical 
thinking. If societies are indeed culturally distinct at some deep level, this 
implies that any putative "social laws" can only be valid locally, that truly 
general social laws are an impossibility. This means that social physics, in-
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eluding the form of social physics already invented by the economists and 
widely copied by quantitative political scientists and sociologists, must be 
illusory. Admitting that social relations are culturally constituted would 
imply that the Newtonian grid of uniform space and time posited by the 
quantitative social sciences is in fact crumpled and rent- that the world 
is too messy a place to be understood by a Newtonian social science. And 
so it is. This book is based on the premise that our messy and mutable 
world needs the conceptual tools that only a collaboration between inter
pretive social scientists and historians is likely to provide. 

Social and cultural anthropology, which has for the most part eschewed 
the natural science model, is in many ways a natural ally for theoretically 
minded historians. Anthropologists generally assume that the social world 
is culturally constructed all the way down. In the 1970s, when historians 
initially became enamored of the works of anthropologists, anthropologi
cal conceptions of culture tended to be entirely synchronic. They could 
explain how seemingly strange or exotic forms of life were coherently 
structured by cultural systems, but they were at a loss when it came to ex
plaining historical change in cultural patterns. Over the past twenty-five 
years or so, historical questions have become much more central to anthro
pology, and anthropologists have developed much more sophisticated 
conceptions of historical temporality. But it is the encounter with post
structuralist philosophy and literary criticism that has had the biggest the
oretical impact on anthropology since the mid-198os. Critical anthropolo
gists have effectively deconstructed the older conception according to 
which culture was a coherent system of meanings that could account for 
the orderliness of social life. This philosophical critique has been mixed 
with much soul-searching about the moral standing of the field. Anthro
pology, as the critics properly point out, has from the beginning been asso
ciated with European and American colonialism. Its attempts to speak for 
the people whom it studies is consequently fraught with moral and politi
cal ambiguities. Such moral and political critiques are certainly well taken. 
And the development of a more fragmented and contradictory concept of 
cultural forms is certainly laudable, as is the attempt to introduce multiple 
voices into ethnographies. 

However, I believe that the hypercritical thrust of much contemporary 
anthropological thinking has resulted in an effective abandonment of 
some of the field's most powerful insights and useful conceptual tools. I 
think that the more classical or structural conception of culture remains 
extremely valuable-indeed, indispensable-for constructing a properly 
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historical form of social theory. Anthropology's classical notions of cul, 
ture, no less than sociology's classical notions of social structure, need to 
be infused with historical temporalities. We need to develop conceptions 
of culture that make change as normal as reproduction and that build in 
continuing practical struggles over cultural meanings. But in doing so, I 
think we must begin from the strong conceptions of culture developed be, 
fore anthropology's deconstructive turn. A more systematic focus on log, 
ics of historical change might help to restore a certain rigor to a field that 
sometimes seems more intent on critique of past errors than on con, 
structing a viable way forward. 

HOW THE ARGUMENT PROCEEDS 

The essays that make up this book were written over the course of fifteen 
years, for a variety of occasions, and many of them have been published 
previously. But most were written with this book in mind. My intention is 
to carry out and exemplify in the following chapters the sort of theoretical 
dialogue between history and the social sciences that I have called for 
above. The chapters do this in different ways. 

Chapter 2 is a partly autobiographical reflection on the history of his, 
torical scholarship during the four decades since I began graduate studies. 
The outstanding developments of this period were the rise of social his, 
tory in the 1960s and 1970s and its surprisingly rapid displacement by cul, 
rural history in the ensuing years. I was an enthusiastic participant in both 
phases of this historiographical development, but I have recently come to 
feel that something important has been lost in the turn from social to cul, 
rural history. In particular, I worry that the currently dominant forms of 
cultural history are not capable of grasping the historical transformation 
of world capitalism that is powerfully altering social relations in our own 
era. I attempt, in this chapter, both a critical diagnosis and a historical ex, 
planation of the current state of historical thought, pointing out the polit, 
ical as well as intellectual stakes of the encounters between history and so, 
cial theory. 

Chapter 3 is a critical evaluation of sociology's encounter with history. 
It argues that the potentially radicalizing effects of historical sociology on 
the discipline's epistemological assumptions has been blunted by the his, 
torical sociologists' own conventional and limiting conceptualizations of 
temporality. On the basis of critical readings of representative texts, I dis, 
tinguish three different conceptions of social temporality employed by his, 
torical sociologists: the conventional teleological and experimental concep, 
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tions and a more historical (and more interesting) eventful conception. I 
try to show that certain classic works employing teleological and' experi
mental temporalities owe much of their intellectual success to untheorized 
but nevertheless crucial eventful historical analyses. Historical sociology, 
and sociology as a whole, I argue, needs to recognize, and to integrate into 
its theoretical arsenal, the complex social temporalities that historians take 
for granted. 

Chapter 4, like chapter 3, is an effort to introduce a more historical tem
porality into sociological thinking. Chapter 4 takes on the key sociological 
concept of structure. I attempt to develop a theory of structure that 
bridges the very different sociological and anthropological implications of 
the term; that internalizes a concept of agency; and that can account for 
the transformation of structures over historical time. The argument is de
veloped largely by means of a critique and appreciation of the works of the 
British sociologist Anthony Giddens and the French sociologist Pierre 
Bourdieu. 

If chapters 3 and 4 attempt historical critiques and reformulations of so
ciological theory, the following three chapters are primarily confrontations 
between history and anthropology. Chapter 5 examines the notion of cul
ture, long anthropology's central concept. Over the past two or three 
decades, the concept has escaped from anthropology and has been taken 
up enthusiastically by scholars in many other disciplines-for example, 
history, sociology, political science, geography, and literary studies. At the 
same time, anthropologists have become increasingly ambivalent about the 
culture concept, which they increasingly see as tainted by imperialism and 
orientalism. I argue that culture is, as anthropologists have traditionally 
claimed, the inescapable ground of the human sciences, and that it needs 
to be conceptualized more carefully rather than abandoned or avoided. 

In chapter 6, I look at the work of Clifford Geertz, the anthropologist 
whose work has done more than any other's to spread an interest in cul
ture beyond the discipline of anthropology. Historians, in particu1ar, have 
been profoundly influenced by Geertz. The adoption of Geertz by histo
rians is paradoxical, on the face of it, because his work is insistently syn
chronic and therefore seemingly antihistorical. I argue, however, that it is 

precisely his brilliant deployment of synchronic argument that makes his 
work so interesting to historians, whose conceptions of temporality in fact 
combine both synchronic and diachronic elements. Finally, I show that 
Geertz's famous definition of culture as at once a model of and a model for 
social life, which underwrites his synchronic cultural analyses, can actually 
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be mobilized diachronically, as a way of explaining cultural and historical 
change. 

Chapter 7 examines the work of another anthropologist, Marshall 
Sahlins, who has developed a particularly sophisticated anthropological 
theorization of historical change, via the category of the event. Sahlins, 
whose anthropological theory is strongly influenced by that of the famous 
French "structuralist" Claude Levi,Strauss, uses a striking historical 
event-the first arrival of Europeans in Hawaii-as a means of develop, 
ing a potentially general theory of cultural transformation. Sahlins argues 
that the Hawaiians took Captain Cook to be an incarnation of one of their 
deities, whose seasonal arrival was being celebrated just as Cook's ships 
came ashore. Sahlins shows how the Hawaiians' actions, which began with 
Cook's veneration and ended with his murder, simultaneously reproduced 
Hawaiian culture (by assimilating things European to Hawaiian cultural 
categories) and transformed it (because the assignment of such novel be, 

ings to conventional categories changed the meanings of the categories and 
therefore altered the entire categorical system). I argue that Sahlins's the, 
orization is of very general value, in spite of the unique and seemingly ex, 
otic character of his exemplary case. But I also argue that his theory of his, 

torical change requires certain modifications-largely the building of a 
more variegated conception of historical duration into the argument. 

Chapter 8 continues the theme of the event, but moves from the his, 
torical anthropology of Oceania to what is generally acknowledged as one 
of the central events of European history, the taking of the Bastille on July 
14, 1789. The chapter attempts to work on two levels. First, it elaborates a 
historical argument, claiming that the initial formulation of the modern 
conception of revolution arose from this particular event. But it also uses 
the example of the taking of the Bastille as a kind of analytical template for 
developing a more general theorization of the event. In this chapter, I at, 
tempt to take historians' conventional assumptions about the nature of so, 
cial temporality, raise them to the level of explicit theory, and use this the, 
ory to illuminate an important historical case. 

Chapter 9, like chapters 7 and 8, is a theoretically informed case study. 
It examines what might be thought of as the opposite of a transformative 
event: a case of the endurance, against what would seem to have been insu, 
perable odds, of a highly anomalous institution. It looks at the history of 
the dockworkers of nineteenth,century Marseille, whose trade society 
maintained extraordinary privileges for its members during a period when 
such societies were officially outlawed. I also use the case as a means of 
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thinking through the relationship between a large-scale global process
capitalist development-and the strikingly variable economic and politi
cal experiences of different categories of workers. Using a combination of 
quantitative and interpretive methods, the chapter stresses the uneven .. 
ness of the social temporalities operating in nineteenth-century Marseille 
and shows how human agency, contingency, and inexorable social pro
cesses were twisted together in a surprising and dramatic historical se

quence. 
Chapter 10, the final essay in this book, attempts to cover the whole ter

ritory laid out in the previous nine, but from a different and more philo
sophical angle of vision. It attempts to set forth the ontological assump
tions that underlie the historically inflected social theory laid out in the 
previous chapters. It does so by attempting to define the "social" in social 
science. "Social;' I note, is an exceptionally vague but also extremely capa
cious term- one that signifies the complex totality of human interrelat
edness. I suggest that the social, in this sense, is constituted by overlapping 
and interconnected streams of semiotic practices. To flesh out this notion, 
I start with an assumption shared either explicitly or implicitly by most 
cultural historians and cultural anthropologists: that social life should be 
understood as constituted by language, that is to say as a kind of complex 
and open-ended text. Beginning from this point, I attempt to complicate 
and broaden this linguistic conception of the social: by including forms of 
semiotic practice that are not strictly speaking linguistic; by investigating 
the problem of articulations between different kinds of semiotic practices; 
by showing how such varied semiotic practices can generate patterns of 
human actions whose deciphering may require recourse to quantitative or 
mechanistic forms of reasoning. Thus, I recreate what is in some ways a 
familiar picture of social science: one that includes both cultural/semiotic 
and quantitative/mechanical methods. But there is an important differ
ence. Whereas semiotic and quantitative research in the existing social 
sciences are based on completely incompatible ontological assumptions, I 
try to found both on a single ontological basis, and one in harmony with 
interpretive methods. This common ontology, I argue, can generate the 
entire complex gamut of historical logics explored in this book. 



THE POLITICAL UNCONSCIOUS OF 

SOCIAL AND CULTURAL HISTORY, 

OR, CONFESSIONS OF A FORMER 

QUANTITATIVE HISTORIAN 

This chapter straddles the boundaries between scholarly essay, personal 
reflection, and political critique. My topic is the history of social his

tory over the past forty years or so, that is, since I began graduate school, 
at Berkeley, in 1962. In the American context, these four decades corre
spond rather neatly to an entire developmental parabola of the research 
program that was commonly called the"new social history"-from its me
teoric rise in the 1960s and 1970s to its surprisingly rapid displacement by 
a "new cultural history" in the 1980s and 1990s. In this essay, I shall focus 
above all on the American case, which I know from the inside as a partici
pant, but I shall also glance repeatedly at both Britain and France, where 
developments were roughly parallel but by no means identical, in intellec
tual substance, politics, or temporality. I shall not attempt to survey the 
research accomplishments of social or cultural history but will concentrate 
instead on the epistemological and methodological presuppositions that 
underlie these two types of historical research. I shall pay especially close 
attention to the relationship between epistemology and politics, a relation
ship that, in the case of social and cultural history, has been complicated, 
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in Social History;· which appeared in Schools of Thought: Twenty-five Years of Interpretive Social Sci
ence, ed. Joan W. Scott and Deborah Keates. Copyright © 2001 by Princeton University Press; 
reprinted with the permission of Princeton University Press. I would like to thank Laura 
Downs, GeoffEley,Jan Goldstein, Dagmar Herzog, Lynn Hunt,Jacques Revel, Joan Scott, and 
George Steinmetz for comments on earlier versions of this chapter. 
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paradoxical, and at times even perverse. This chapter is at once a some
what disillusioned reflection on what I and my fellow cultural historians 
have wrought over the past quarter century and an argument that We need 
to revive some of the lost virtues of social history without abandoning the 
tremendous intellectual gains attendant upon history's linguistic turn. I 
wish to make it clear from the outset that I write ?-S a fully engaged partic .. 
ipant in the history I am chronicling and that my critiques should be read, 
at least in the first instance, as a form of self-criticism. My mode of politi
cal interpretation will be a form of Marxist criticism. I shall try to indicate 
how changes in the social and political forms of world capitalist develop
ment have-for the most part unconsciously-affected the politics of so
cial and cultural history. Although my title invokes Fredric Jameson (1981), 
my approach to the recent intellectual history of social and cultural history 
actually has more in common with the work of Raymond Williams (1973, 
1977). Like Williams, I am attempting to trace the emergence and expres
sion in discourse-but in historical writing rather than in literature-of 
"structures of feeling" that arise from the writers' experiences of funda .. 
mental transformations in the social relations of capitalism. 

My reflections are inevitably influenced by the peculiarities of my own 
experience. Three of these should probably be noted immediately. The 
first is that I work in French history. American historians of France have 
naturally been influenced by the example of the powerful and prestigious 
"Annales school;' which led the way internationally both in social history 
from the 1930s through the 1960s, and in the turn to cultural history in the 
1970s. This tended to give us the sense of being in the historiographical 
avant garde and meant that the gravitational pull of political history, which 
outside France often remained the specialty of the vast numerical majority 
of historians, was particularly weak. The history of the past forty years 
might look quite different to an American historian of Germany or the 
United States. The second peculiarity is that I was actually raised a posi
tivist. My father was an eminent sociologist whose life-project was to make 
his discipline more fully "scientific:' He was instrumental in building the 
University of Wisconsin's powerful and notoriously positivist sociology 
department and in obtaining a place for sociology at the federal feeding 
trough, especially atthe National Institutes of Mental Health and the Na
tional Science Foundation (Sewell 1988). I began my career as a historian 
fully equipped with a positivist vision of science that I had learned at my 
father's knee. My first published paper, which dates from my graduate stu .. 
dent days, was an attempt to explicate Marc Bloch's use of comparative his-
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tory according to a positivist notion of hypothesis testing (Sewell 1967 ), 

and I undertook a dissertation that involved a massive effort of quantitative 
research (Sewell 1971). It seems clear that I was more deeply imbued with 
positivist views than were most of my social historian contemporaries. 

A third peculiarity of my experience is that it has been far less bounded 
by history departments than is the norm. Even in graduate school, my 
training was cross-disciplinary: my major concentration was in the inter
disciplinary field of economic history, and I completed significant course 
work in economics and did a minor field in sociological theory. Moreover, 
in only ten of the thirty-five years since I gained my first academic post has 
my appointment been exclusively in a history department. In addition to 
unalloyed history department appointments (at the University of Chicago 
from 1968 to 1975 and the University of Arizona from 1980 to 1983) I had 
a five-year interdisciplinary social science appointment (in the School of 
Social Science at the Institute for Advanced Study from 1975 to 1980 ), and 
have had joint appointments in sociology and history for seven years (the 
University of Arizona from 1983 to 1985 and the University of Michigan 
from 1985 to 1990) and in political science and history for fourteen (at the 
University of Chicago, from 1990 to the present). This unusually interdis
ciplinary professional experience means that I have, in effect, engaged in a 
good deal of participant observation of the theoretical, methodological, 
and rhetorical practices of several social science fields. 1 This has certainly 
made me far more aware than most historians of the wide range and the 
"culturally constructed" character of disciplinary epistemic practices; and 
it surely is at least partly responsible for the emergence in my work of a 
much stronger interest in theory than is generally characteristic of histori
ans. (Of course, this last point could also be read the other way around; 
surely it was in part my penchant for theory that led to my unusually inter
disciplinary career.) 

Despite these idiosyncrasies, I do not think that my methodological 
views or my styles of historical research have been radically different from 
those of the mainstream of my generation of social historians. I began as a 
committed new social historian and made considerable use of quantitative 
data in my early work; subsequently I moved increasingly toward work 
with a cultural bent. This trajectory, as I will argue later, was actually quite 

1. Another important disciplinary influence that does not show up in this enumeration of 

academic appointments is anthropology, which-as will become apparent later in this essay

affected me profoundly in the course of the 1970s. 



THE POLITICAL UNCONSCIOUS OF SOCIAL HISTORY 

common in my age cohort and has by no means been limited to historians 
working in the United States. Meanwhile, my political views and experi .. 
ences have been almost embarrassingly typical of historians of my genera .. 
tion. Like many of my contemporaries, I was involved in a whole range of 
1960s political and cultural movements: the Civil Rights movement, the 
movement against the Vietnam War, the university revolts (in my case, the 
Berkeley Free Speech Movement), and the counterculture. My active par .. 
ticipation in politics slackened in the 1970s, as a result of both the declin .. 
ing vitality of the various movements2 and changes in my personal and 
professional life-the demands of increased family responsibilities, of 
holding down a teachingjob, and of producing publications so as to attain 
tenure. But I remained politically on the left and eventually became one of 
the "tenured radicals" who were so vehemently bemoaned by right .. wing 
commentators during the Reagan and George H. W. Bush presidencies 
(Kimball 1990) and who are, indeed, currently very plentiful on the facul .. 
ties of major American universities, in history departments as elsewhere. 

SOCIAL HISTORY 

In the years following World War II, social history was very much an inter .. 
national project. Its leading early centers were France, where the school of 
historical studies associated with the journal Annales gained intellectual 
and institutional ascendancy under the leadership of Lucien Febvre and 
Fernand Braudel; Britain, where the lead was taken by an extraordinary co .. 
hort of Marxist historians; and the United States, where a school com .. 
monly known as "the new social history" rose to prominence in the 196os.3 

I was a member of the younger generation of"new social historians;' those 
who completed dissertations in the late 1960s and early 1970s. 

Eric Hobsbawm, writing about social history in 1971, noted "the re .. 
markably flourishing state of the field;' concluding"it is a good moment to 
be a social historian" (Hobsbawm 1971, 43). It certainly was a good moment 
for the large cohort of historians who, like me, had entered graduate school 
in the 1960s, chosen to write dissertations on social historical topics, and 

2. Of course, the great exception to the decline of such movements was the feminist move
ment, which became more prominent and more militant in the 1970s than it had been in the 
I96os. But in this case I could be only a supporter and sympathizer, not a direct participant. 

3. As far as I know, there is no proper history of"the new social history" in the United States, 
although there are pertinent sections in Novick ( 1988). On the Annales school, see Burke ( I990) 
and Dosse (I994). On the British Marxists, see Kaye (I984, 1988) and Kaye and McClelland 
(1990). 
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secured good academic jobs in the rapidly expanding American university 
system with an ease that now seems almost obscene. Most of this rising 

generation of social historians were largely self-taught. We sought out dis
sertation advisors who were sympathetic to the kind of work we wanted to 
do, but found few who could give us detailed methodological guidance. We 
educated ourselves in method and theory largely by taking courses in soci
ology, political science, or economics. There were a handful of older schol

ars, in American universities and abroad, whose work served as crucial 
models for our research, but most of us knew them by their books rather 

than as teachers. I was most influenced by three books published in 1963 
and 1964, precisely when I was developing a dissertation topic-E. P. 
Thompson's The Making of the English Working Class (1963), Charles Tilly's 
The Vendee (1964), and Stephan Thernstrom's Poverty and Progress (1964). 
But even most of the "elder statesmen" of the new social history were still 
quite early in their careers when the 1960s ended. It was the entry into the 
profession of my cohort of social historians, and the outpouring of our ar

ticles and monographs over the course of the 1970s, that secured the ascent 
of social history in the United States. By the mid-197os, the new social his

tory had achieved a strong institutional presence and was quickly moving 
toward hegemony in the profession. One clear sign of the rise of social his
tory was the proliferation of social historical journals. Comparative Studies 

in Society and History, founded in 1958, was the only American journal de
voted to social history before 1960. The Journal of Social History and Histori

cal Methods Newsletter (later Historical Methods) appeared in 1967, and in the 
early 1970s there was a new social history journal virtually every year. 
These included The Journal of Interdisciplinary History in 1970, International 

Labor and Working Class History in 1971, Peasant Studies in 1972, The Journal 

of Urban History in 1974, Social Science History in 1976, and The Journal of Pam

ily History in 1976. Moreover, articles on social history also became com
mon in such general journals as the American Historical Review and the Jour

nal of Modern History, dozens of social history monographs were flowing 
from the university presses,4 and social historians were getting tenure and 
moving rapidly up the ranks in all the major departments. 

The rise of social history in the United States not only represented the 
arrival of a new generation of historians; it also effected a profound and 

4. The flood of works in social history can be illustrated by my own field of nineteenth
century French history, which was transformed by the appearance of such books as Bezucha 
(1974),Johnson (1974), Scott (1974), Moss (1976), Margadant (1979),Judt (1979), Hanagan (1980), 
Lehning (1980), Smith (1980), Sewell (1980 ), Aminzade (1981), Moch (1983), and Reddy (1984). 
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lasting intellectual transformation-something like a paradigm shift-in 

the field of history. Social history represented a change in subject matter, 
in methods, and in intellectual style. One of its most significant ap.d last

ing achievements was a vast enlargement of the scope of historical study. 
This enlargement was twofold. First, social history studied categories of 
people who had previously been ignored by historical scholarship. Rather 
than political leaders and great thinkers, who had previously been the 

prime subjects of history, social historians tended to work on the obscure 

and downtrodden: servants, workers, criminals, women, slaves, shopkeep
ers, peasants, or children. This interest in the forgotten millions of ordi

nary people was, clearly, consonant with the populist tendencies of 1960s 

political activism. Second, rather than concentrating on politics narrowly 

defined, social history attempted to capture the whole range of ordinary 
people's life experiences: work, child-rearing, disease, recreation, deviant 
behavior, kinship, popular religion, sociability, procreation, consumption. 
Social history thus not only studied new categories of people but asked 
new questions about them. And in order to answer new questions about 
new categories of people, it used new forms of evidence. All sorts of records 

previously not thought to contain information relevant to historical re

search suddenly became gold mines of documentation. Old census manu
scripts, tax registers, wills, advice books, inventories of estates, popular 

songs, city directories, statutes of mutual aid societies, building permits, 
records of marriages, baptisms, and deaths: all these and many other kinds 
of documents yielded evidence about the social structures, institutions, 

and life experiences of millions of ordinary people. 
These new forms of documentation were also subjected to new meth

ods of analysis. A characteristic mark of the new social history was the sys
tematic use of quantitative methods. The kinds of people social historians 
studied were often illiterate, and even those who could read and write 

rarely left papers that revealed much about their lives. But such people 
came into contact with public authorities when they paid taxes or tithes; 
when they were drafted; when they had contracts notarized; when they 
registered births, marriages, and deaths; when they got countedc by the 

census or were arrested by the police. It was largely by aggregating the 
rather thin and stereotypic information contained in the records of such 
encounters between ordinary people and public authorities that social his
torians were able to reconstruct the patterns of these otherwise anony

mous lives. Quantification as a method of analysis was thus intimately 
linked to social history's radical expansion in subject matter. 
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It was from the social sciences that historians borrowed the quantita, 
tive methods they applied to these novel data sources. But the borrowing 
involved far more than a simple transportation of a set of methods: along 

with the methods came a distinctive theoretical and epistemological out, 
look. The borrowing of methods was but one aspect of a self,conscious 
modeling of ourselves and our work on the social sciences. Because we 
tended to regard what we called "traditional narrative history" as atheoret, 

ical and intellectually bankrupt, the neighboring social science fields of so, 

ciology, political science, economics, demography, and geography looked 
very attractive. In the course of the 1950s and 1960s, these fields had be, 
come overwhelmingly positivist and quantitative, encouraged by massive 

federal spending on social science research (Kleinman l995i Ross 1991; 
Steinmetz forthcoming; Turner and Turner 1990 ). By the 1960s, these 
quantitatively inclined social sciences had high prestige within the acad, 
emy and seemed far more methodologically rigorous and theoretically so ... 

phisticated than history. Not surprisingly, their positivist and objectivist 
stance was carried over into the new social history. 

The various changes introduced by social history were mutually rein, 

forcing- they made up a fairly coherent package, constructing a distinct 
epistemic object for social history. The new social historians"'social" was 
above all of what we (following our social scientist friends) called "social 
structure:' Social structures were objective and transpersonal patterns or 

forces of which actors were at best incompletely aware and that tightly 
constrained their actions and thoughts. These social structures-occupa, 
tional distributions, business cycles, demographic patterns, inheritance 
systems, hierarchies of wealth, urban settlement patterns, systems of land 

tenure, and the like-left palpable traces in historical records, especially in 
the quantifiable records that supplied what we called "hard data:' We 
thought of social structures as essentially autonomous from political or in, 
tellectual history. Indeed, we often argued that they formed the underlying 
conditions for, even the determinants of, the political or intellectual devel, 
opments that historians had previously taken as primary. The distinction 
between the "hard data" of quantitative history and the "soft" or "impres, 

sionistic" data of political and intellectual history subtly implied an under, 

lying ontological distinction between a determining social structure and a 
determined politics and culture. In short, the rise of social history entailed 
a redefinition of the primary object of historical knowledge-from poli, 
tics and ideas to anonymous social structures-as well as the discovery of 

new means of gaining knowledge about this object. 
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The new social history paradigm I have just outlined is of course an 
ideal type. Not every social historian adhered equally to all aspects of this 
epistemic package. Those strongly influenced by demography or econom
ics, for instance, tended to be particularly enthusiastic about quantitative 
methods and"hard" data, while those who worked on rebellions and social 
movements tended to combine quantitative data with verbal accounts 
culled from archives, memoirs, or newspapers. But for all the internal dif
ferences among social historians, we tended to adopt a common front in 
our struggles for recognition within the field, arguing for the necessity of 
interdisciplinary borrowing, for the recognition of quantitative methods as 
part of the historian's toolkit, for the expansion of history's subject matter 
beyond politics and great ideas, and for recognizing the historical impor
tance of ordinary people's experiences. These arguments were, it seems to 
me, largely successful; social history did succeed in significantly redefining 
the object of historical knowledge. Social history, I would even say, briefly 
became hegemonic in the field in the United States. Although social his
torians never accounted for a numerical majority, they were hegemonic in 
the sense that they managed to define the terms of historiographjcal de
bate-so that, for example, political and intellectual historians themselves 
began to ask more social-historical questions and to experiment with the 
new methods.5 By the mid-197os, social history was generally recognized, 
even by those skeptical of its claims or methods, as the "cutting edge" of 
historical research. 

The relationship of this research program to the political commitments 
and sentiments of the rising generation of American social historians was 
complicated, in part because the social historians' political commitments 
were themselves far from simple. As I have already intimated, quantitative 
techniques were quite consonant with the strong populist impulses of 
1960s radicalism-because they made it possible to carry out detailed 
studies of classes or categories of the population who were poorly repre
sented in the sources used by more traditional historians. Quantification, 
in other words, was one important way of pursuing the populist goal of 
"history from the bottom up:' But social historians' politics could also 
make their embrace of positivist social science significantly ambivalent. It 
is important to remember that the politics of the 1960s was by no means 
limited to an upsurge of populism. Sixties politics also featured a powerful 

5. For two influential early articles about what was often called "the social history of ideas;' 
see Darnton (197ia, 1971b). 
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revulsion against the bureaucratic conformity that student radicals saw as 

characteristic of contemporary American society. Sixties radicalism, espe

cially its "countercultural" moment, must be seen as a rejection of the 

corporate political and cultural synthesis of "big government, big business, 
big labor" that became dominant in the 1950s and l96os-what has since 
come to be called "Fordism:' 6 The term Fordism designates the mode of 

macrosocial and macroeconomic regulation that underwrote the long 
postwar economic boom, which stretched from the late 1940s to the early 
1970s. The Fordist package combined mass production technologies, rela
tively high wage levels, stable systems of collective bargaining, Keynsian 
management of aggregate demand, full employment strategies, welfare 
state institutions, and highly bureaucratized forms of both public and pri

vate management (Aglietta 1979; Amin l994i Gramsci l971b; Harvey 1989; 
Jessop 1992; Lepietz 1987 ). 

From the perspective of the hypercompetitive, predatory; and extraordi
narily inegalitarian American capitalism of the early twenty-first century, 
the Fordist mode of regulation may seem remarkably humane, a kind of 
quasi social-democratic"world we have lost:' But from the point of view of 
young critics of the system in the 1960s, its benefits (for example, economic 

stability and steady productivity gains) were hardly noticed. They seemed 
givens of modernity itself, permanent and unproblematic acquisitions of an 
irreversible social progress. Meanwhile the defects of Fordist capitalism
especially corporate conformity, bureaucratic monotony, repressive moral
ity, and stultifying forms of mass culture-were highly visible and repug
nant, at least to the youthful political intelligentsia who made up the 
student movement. The countercultural style of the 1960s movements
psychedelic music, consciousness-altering drugs, infatuation with "East
ern" meditative practices, outlandish clothing styles, sexual experimenta
tion-was largely a revolt against the standardization associated with the 
Fordist mode of socio-economic regulation. And while the leftist political 

movements and the counterculture were by no means one and the same, 
it was difficult to participate in the political movements of the era without 
also exploring and embracing some of the new possibilities offered by the 
co un tercul tu re. 

I am convinced that this anti-Fordist strain in the politics of the 1960s 
endowed many social historians with at least a latent ambivalence about 

6. For similar arguments dealing primarily with European social movements of this era, see 

Hirsch (1983) and Steinmetz (1994). 
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quantitative methods and the positivist philosophical assumptions that 
came in their baggage. It certainly did so in my case. It seemed undeniable 
to me that quantitative methods were useful, indeed essential, for over ... 
coming the "elitism" of "traditional" history-for expanding ~he social 
range and subject matter of history so as to encompass the lives of the 
poor, the oppressed, and the marginalized. Yet we social historians were to 
some degree aware that in adopting quantitative methodology we were 
participating in the bureaucratic and reductive logic of big science, which 
was part and parcel of the system we wished to criticize. At least in my 
case, this awareness arose in part from contacts with leftist students in dis ... 
ciplines like political science and sociology who in the 1960s were them ... 
selves criticizing the blind-spots in their fields' positivist methodologies. 
As George Steinmetz has pointed out, these critiques were based on an 
implicitly anti-Fordist political project (Steinmetz forthcoming, 2004; 

Steinmetz and Chae 2002). In retrospect, I would say that we new social 
historians found ourselves in the objectively contradictory situation of us ... 
ing big-science Fordist methods in pursuit of an at least partly anti-Fordist 
political agenda. 

One sign of my own ambivalence, and, I believe, that of many of my 
contemporaries, was the extraordinary role played by the work of E. P. 
Thompson as an inspiration even for American new social historians who, 
like me, had enthusiastically embraced the possibilities of quantitative his
tory. Many of us admired Thompson's work greatly, even though Thomp
son was profoundly hostile, almost allergic, to quantification, which he re
garded as a violent abstraction from the textures of lived experience. His 
own work probed the thoughts, feelings, and experiences of the English 
poor, attempting, as Thompson put it, to rescue them from"the enormous 
condescension of posterity" (Thompson 1963, 13). In retrospect, I think 
that Thompson was so appealing in part because he made the victory of 
laissez-faire capitalism in early nineteenth-century England seem contin
gent rather than necessary and set forth the alternatives championed by 
working-class communities in such vivid detail. The sheer richness of 
Thompson's history of working class experience-his convinci~g recon
structions of manifold distinct, vibrant, and rebellious forms of 4ife in late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth century England-struck a responsive 
chord among young women and men who were attempting to find radical 
alternatives to the rather different Fordist capitalist culture that formed 
our own social world. Hence it was common for new social historians 
to mix a little E. P. Thompson with their quantitative sociology-to add 
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to their quantitative analyses whatever they could glean about the lived 
experiences of the poor.7 Although our epistemological stances may ulti, 
mately have been incoherent, it seemed clear in practice that both quanti, 

tative and Thompsonian qualitative methods helped us toward the 
ultimate goal, which was to understand the lives of ordinary people in the 
past. In my own case, at least, the qualitative material on lived experience 
served as a kind of supplement to the quantitative core of my research. 
This was reflected in an epistemic metaphor I used in the introduction to 

my dissertation, where I described quantitative methods as providing a 
hard skeleton to which the flesh and blood of available qualitative data 
might be attached (Sewell 1971, 17-18).8 In short, although quantitative his, 

tory seemed both exciting and politically compelling in the late 1960s, the 
moral ambivalence of our embrace of quantification and the incoherency of 
our epistemological stances probably rendered us vulnerable to the cultural 
turn once it got under way. 

Social history in France and in Britain had somewhat different tempo, 
ral rhythms, preoccupations, and political affinities than in the United 
States, but the redefinition of the object of historical knowledge described 
above was a common product of social historians in all three countries. The 

development of social history in postwar Britain was indelibly marked by 
a group of self,consciously Marxist historians, especially E. J. Hobsbawm, 
E. P. Thompson, George Rude, Christopher Hill, and Rodney Hilton. All 
were members of the British Communist Party and participated in the 
Communist Party Historians' Group until 1956, when most of them re, 
signed from the party (Kaye 1984; Hobsbawm 2002). It was particularly in 
the late 1950s and the 1960s that the works of these historians achieved 
sufficient density to be regarded as a "school" of history. Their version of 
social history differed in a number of ways from the American new social 
history. First, although some of the British Marxists made significant use 
of quantification in their research, and most certainly did not share 
Thompson's outright hostility to counting, they certainly had none of the 
new social historians' programmatic enthusiasm for quantitative meth, 

7. For three examples from my own field of nineteenth-century French labor history, see 

Bezucha (1974), Scott (1974), and Sewell (1974b). Ronald Suny (2002) also stresses the impor
tance of Thompson's project, and of the humanist "Western Marxist" currents out of which it 

arose, in predisposing social historians to participate in the "cultural turn" once it got underway. 
8. Upon rereading Lawrence Stone's Crisis of the Aristocracy shortly after completing my dis

sertation, I found that he had used a version of the same metaphor in his introduction (Stone 

1965, 3). 
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ods.9 Second, it took a particular interest in what has been called "history 
from below" or"history from the bottom up:' This, in practice, meant not 
simply an attempt to reconstruct the social-structural and economic de
terminants of the lives of ordinary people. It was, in addition, an attempt 
to. write history from something like poor people's point of view. The 
British Marxists attempted to portray sympathetically both the beliefs and 
the political, economic, and social struggles of the poor. Ordinary people, 
in their work, are never mere categories or numbers in a table, but agents 
in their own history. It was Thompson's Making of the English Working Class 

(1963) that carried out this effort most brilliantly, but it was an important 
element in the work of all the British Marxist historians (Hill l964a, 1964b, 
1972; Hilton 1973; Hobsbawm 1959, 1964; Rude 1959, 1962, 1964). Fourth, 
the British Marxists were Marxists, and as such had a more self-conscious 
theoretical orientation than most of their more eclectic American and 
French counterparts. Their Marxism was open and nondogmatic, but it 
centered the problematic of history squarely on the rise and development 
of capitalism, and it assumed that the appropriate way to explain social and 
cultural developments was to relate them to the class dynamics that arose 
from the mode of production and its transformations.10 , f 

Finally, the British Marxist historians, largely because they were Marx
ists, remained institutionally marginalized. In this respect their experience 
was very different from that of the American new social historians, who 
rapidly rose to a position of prominence within academic history, and
as we shall see-even more strikingly unlike that of French historians of 
the Annales school, who not only captured the commanding heights of the 
historical profession but made themselves the dominant partners in French 
social science more generally. The British Marxists did play a central role 
in founding and managing the most internationally prestigious British his
torical journal, Past and Present. But, in spite of their brilliant and prolific 
scholarly output, only Hill, who taught at Oxford, had an Oxbridge ap
pointment. Hilton taught at Birmingham and Hobsbawm at Birkbeck Col
lege in London; Rude spent most of his career in Australia and Canada; 

9. Some of Hobsbawm's early writings on labor history and on the standard of living in 
Britain during the industrial revolution relied significantly on quantitative argument. Many of 
these essays are collected in Hobsbawm (1964). Additionally, both Rude (1959, 1962, 1964) and 
Hobsbawm and Rude (1968) made use of quantitative methods to determine the social charac
teristics of attackers and victims in episodes of collective violence. 

10. For an argument that this was true even for E. R Thompson, in spite of his denunciations 
of the base/superstructure model, see Sewell (199ob). 
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and Thompson taught from the mid-196os to the mid-197os at Warwick 
University, retiring on his private income around the age of fifty to write 
and engage in political activism.11 There were, of course, important non
Marxist social historians of a similar generation in Britain-for example 
Asa Briggs, Peter Laslett, Keith Thomas, and E. A. Wrigley- who were 
rather better-placed than their Marxist brethren. But the British histori
cal establishment, right into the 1980s, remained rather skeptical of social 
history, hostile to Marxism, and strongly attached to political, institu
tional, and narrative history. Younger generations of British social histori
ans, most of whom were admirers of the work of this extraordinary pio
neering generation rather than actually their doctoral students, have 
tended to retain an intense political leftism and a sense of embattlement 
up to this day. Nevertheless, the younger generation of British social his
torians gained a solid foothold in the British academy, although more 
often in the"red brick" universities than in Oxbridge. Their coming of age 
might be marked by the appearance of two new and excellent social his
torical journals in 1976: Social History and History Workshop Journal. 

It was in France that the triumph of social history over other forms of 
historical scholarship was earliest and most complete. The story of the rise 

of social history in France is conventionally dated back to 1929, when Marc 
Bloch and Lucien Febvre founded a new historical journal, the Annales 

d'Histoire Economique et Sociale. 12 From the beginning, the Annales was 
dedicated not only to the development of social history but to fostering 
contact and cooperation between historians and other social scientists
principally economists, geographers, and sociologists. In the 1930s, histo
rians of the Annales group were a dissident minority in French academic 
history. After World War II, Febvre formed and presided over the sixth 
section of the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes (later the Ecole des Hautes 
Etudes en Sciences Sociales or EHESS), which soon surpassed the Sor
bonne as the most prestigious center of historical studies in France. When 
Febvre died in 1956, he was succeeded as president of the Ecole by his 
student Fernand Braudel, who was not only a great historian but an extra
ordinary academic entrepreneur. Under Braudel's leadership the "sixieme 
section" (later the EHESS) not only consolidated its position as the lead
ing center of historical studies in France but became the preeminent cen-

n. Hobsbawm relates in his recent autobiography that he was"turned down for several posts 
in economic history in Cambridge" (2002, 182). 

12. Its name has been altered periodically, to Annales d'Histoire Social in 1939, Annales: Econ~ 
omies, Societes, Civilisations in 1946, and Annales: Histoire, Sciences Sociales in 1992. 
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ter of research in the social sciences as well. In sharp contrast to the situ
ation in the United States, however, history was definitely the senior part
ner in this collaboration (Burke 1990; Dosse 1994; Revel 1995). It was not 
until 1985 that a social scientist (the anthropologist Marc Auge) served as 
president of the Ecole, and he was succeeded in 1995 by another historian, 
Jacques Revel (Dosse 1994, 143). Meanwhile, social history's ~ominant 
position within historical studies was consolidated above all by a veritable 
flood of vast and impressive theses d'Etat by the"third generation" of Annales 
historians between 1960 and the mid-197os. 13 So thorough was the victory 
of the Annales school that by the 1980s all the major chairs of modern his
tory at the Sorbonne were themselves staffed by Annales historians.14 

The Annales school had no strict or monolithic definition of social his .. 
tory. The history advocated- and practiced- by Bloch, Febvre, and 
Braudel was broadly and self-consciously inclusive, ranging from economic 
history and historical geography, through the history of social structures, 
to what would today be called cultural history. It was also painted on a rather 
vast canvas-Bloch was a master of comparatiye history and Braudel's 
history began with all the states and civilizations inhabiting the shores and 
waters of the sixteenth-century Mediterranean and then moved on to the 
history of the world. But with few exceptions, the theses of the third gen
eration of Annales historians had a much narrower geographical scope and 
generally shared a quite specific procedure of research. First, most of the 
great theses of the 1960s and 1970s were studies of a clearly delimited 
French region, either an entire province (Languedoc, Limousin, Auvergne, 
Provence) or a city (Amiens, Lyon, Paris, Caen), and they had some pre .. 
tension to portraying that local society as a whole-the French term was 
l'histoire tot ale (total history). Second, they shared an implicit model of the 
social totality. Their theses began with an analysis of the geographical, eco
nomic, demographic, and occupational structures that were assumed to 

I3· On the"third generation;' see Burke (I990, 65-93). French theses d'Etat during this period 
were heroic undertakings that normally amounted to between six hundred and a thousand 
printed pages. A number of them required two volumes, and Maurice Agulhon's (I97oa, 197ob, 
I97oc) was printed as three, not counting his superb 252 page these complementaire (I968).Among 
the great theses of this era were Baehrel (I96I), Bois (I960), Corbin (I975), Daumard (I963), 
Deyon (I967), Flandrin (I976), Garden (I970), Gascon (I97I), Goubert (I960), LAf>run (I97r), 
Lequin (I977), Le Roy Ladurie (I966), Meyer (I966), J.-C. Perrot (I975), M. Perrot (I974), 
Poitrineau (I965), Roche (I978), and Vovelle (I973). 

I4· Maurice Agulhon and then Alain Corbin in "contemporary history;' Michelle Vovelle in 
the French Revolution, and Daniel Roche in"modern history" (what in the United States would 
be called"early modern history"). 
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constitute the bedrock of society. It was typically only after some hundreds 
of pages of such solidly materialist history that they proceeded, if at all, to 
questions of popular mentalities, politics, and social life. The Annales his
torians had, in short, a kind of implicit (although not particularly Marxist) 
base/ superstructure model of the social. Finally, most third-generation 
Annales historians made massive use of quantitative techniques. It was 
hardly rare for a these to contain a hundred pages or more of graphs, tables, 
and charts summarizing the results of the quantitative research; some
times the graphs and tables were published as a separate volume. Thus, de
spite many differences of emphasis or style, French social historians' work
ing model of social history in this period was not far from that already 
described for the United States. 

The politics of the founders of the Annales were not particularly leftist, 
although they were certainly pronounced republicans.15 But most of the 
historians in the Annales' "third generation"-those who began their 
Lycee studies after the war-commenced their political lives on the far 
left, many in the Communist party.16 The young Marxists almost invari
ably chose the economic historian C.-E. Labrousse as their thesis director. 
Labrousse, a specialist on the history of prices in eighteenth-century France 
and a major exponent of quantitative history, held the chair of economic 
history at the Sorbonne. A disciple of the sociologist Fran\=ois Simiand, he 
was sympathetic to Marxism but never identified himself as a Marxist. He 
was also a friend of Fernand Braudel and agreed with the general outlines 
of the Annales project. Studying with Labrousse, who was an exception
ally charismatic lecturer and generous thesis director, the young leftists 
could be Marxists and adherents to the Annales school simultaneously.17 

One might speculate that the easy acceptance of these young Marxists 
by the Annales school also made it relatively easy for them to gradually 
abandon strictly Marxist intellectual positions over time- as most of 

15. Marc Bloch may be said to have died for the republic when he was captured and shot as a 
member of the French Resistance during World War II. On Bloch, see Fink (1989). 

16. Among those who were Communist party members were Maurice Agulhon, Andre 
Besaniron, Pierre Deyon, Franirois Furet, Emmanuel le Roy Ladurie, Mona and Jacques Ozouf, 
Michelle and Jean-Claude Perrot, Denis Richet, and Michel Vovelle. For an informative memoir 
of a young Communist who became a famous historian, see Le Roy Ladurie (1982). On the pol
itics of young historians in this era, see also Agulhon ( 1987) and Perrot ( 1987 ). 

17. On Labrousse, see Le Roi Ladurie (1982, 220-22), Agulhon (1987, 25-27), Perrot (1987, 

275-78), Goubert (1996, 134-42), Burke (1990, 53-56, 86), Dosse (1994, 51-53, 71-73), and Revel 
( 1995, 17-20 ). 
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them did. This intellectual glissement vers le centre might have been more 
difficult to achieve had they been forced by their initial political leanings 
to organize themselves as an insurgent group, as had been the case of 
Marxist historians in Britain. In any case, the Annales school maintained 
its opening to the left. A number of young historians who were on the left 
during"les evenements" in 1968 got absorbed into leadership positions at 
the Annales and the Ecole des Hautes Etudes in the following years. And 
once again, their loyalty to the school tended to overshadow their particu .. 
lar political leanings. Thus, in sharp contrast to the situation in Britain, the 
French history profession has proved remarkably open to the left but this 
very openness has tended to inhibit the development of a specifically 
Marxist historiography. Even the work of Annales scholars who main
tained their Marxist political convictions-for example, Michel Vovelle
normally lacked an explicit Marxist intellectual apparatus. It is surely par
adoxical that in a country whose intellectual life was broadly open, indeed 
favorably inclined, to Marxism, there was virtually no attempt to develop 
a specifically Marxist form of historical reflection. The main exception to 
this statement may prove the rule: an increasingly explicit Marxism dom
inated the history of the French Revolution, where the school of Lefebvre 
and Soboul-both social historians, but social historians who kept acer
tain distance from the Annales school-held sway through the ~~6os.18 

The Marxist interpretation of the French Revolution was, however, dev
astated in the 1970s, above all by the critiques of Franc;ois Furet, an ex
Communist student of Labrousse who eventually became the juste milieu 
president of the EHESS in the late 1970s (Furet 1971, 1978). 

Neither the successes of social history nor its elective affinity with the 
political left were confined to France, Britain, and the United States. In 
the course of the 1970s, social history caught on in nearly all the Western 
European countries. Social history in Spain and Italy owed much to the 
French model and to visiting appointments at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes; 
in the Scandinavian and Germany countries the favored model was Amer
ican, although with a strongly Weberian inflection among the Germans. 
When social history emerged in India, it was modeled above all on the 
work of the British Marxists. Yet social history everywhere was recogniz-

18. Another exception was Pierre Vilar, a social and economic historian of modern Catalonia 

(1962), who actually published a book on Marxism and historical method (I982). He seems, 

however, to have had very little influence on other Annales historians. 
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able as part of a single varied but interconnected international discourse, 

and this international flavor was sustained by a continual flow of scholars 
from one country to another- a flow that accelerated notably in the course 

of the 1970s. 
Although social history in all its variants was easily recognizable as 

such, it is not easy to define precisely what historians meant by social his
tory. Explicit definitions were rare in this period, and most attempts were 

either uninformative ("the essence of social history is the description and 
explanation of styles of life" [Stearns 1967, 5]) or tautological ("social his
tory means the history of society or, more precisely, of social structures, 

processes and trends" (Conze 1967, 7] ). Perhaps the most interesting effort 
to articulate what historians meant by social history is E. J. Hobsbawm's 
stock-taking essay of 1971 entitled "From Social History to the History of 
Society." There Hobsbawm points out that the term "social history" is dif
ferent from such seemingly parallel terms as "economic history" or "intel
lectual history" or "political history" because the adjectives "economic" or 
"intellectual" or"political" designate a distinct sphere of human activities, 
whereas the term "social" is applicable to human activities of all kinds. As 

he put it, "social history can never be another specialization like economic 

or other hyphenated histories because its subject matter cannot be iso
lated" (Hobsbawm 1971, 24 ). Social history, in other words, made an im

plicit claim to be a history of the whole of society. It is for this reason that 
Hobsbawm employed the term "history of society" rather than "social 
history" for most of the rest of the essay. Yet the term "history of society" 
simply displaces the definitional problem, because "society" is nearly as 

vague and capacious a term as "social." Hobsbawm explicitly declined to 
take on the definitional task: "It is not possible for me to produce a defini
tion or model of what we mean by society here, or even a checklist of what 

we want to know about its history. Even if I could, I do not know how 

profitable this would be" (29). 
Nevertheless, a few pages further on, Hobsbawm provides a definition 

of sorts. He asserted, accurately in my opinion, that "a tacit consensus 
among historians seems to have established a fairly common working 
model" of how societies are structured. This model is rarely explicitly 

worked out but is, rather, "an approximate order of research priorities and a 
working assumption about what constitutes the central nexus or complex 
of connections of our subject:' Here is his characterization of the "working 
model": 
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One starts with the material and historical environment, goes on to the 

forces and techniques of production (demography coming somewhere in be
tween), the structure of the consequent economy-divisions of labor, ex

change, accumulation, distribution of the surplus and so forth-and the so
cial relations arising from these. These might be followed by the institutions 
and the image of society and its functioning which underlie them •••• The 

practice is thus to work outwards and upwards from the process of s~cial 

production in its specific setting. (Hobsbawm 1971, 31) 4~ 

This might be characterized as a restatement of the Annales paradigm with 
a slight Marxist twist. I think it quite accurately captures the working 
model of most social historians in the 1960s and 1970s. Whether in France, 
Britain, or the United States, social history's coherence as a program was 
built upon a usually tacit assumption that economic structures were pri
mary and that they constituted the privileged standpoint from which the 
structure and functioning of society as a whole could be grasped. 

Furthermore, the rise, development, and impact of capitalism actually 
provided the central problematic of most social historical research under
taken in this period. This was of course explicit among the British Marx
ists. But it was hardly less true of the French and the Americans. I have 
pointed out that many of the third-generation Annales historians began 
as Marxists and that a number of them were members of the Communist 
Party up to 1956. Andre Burguiere points out that although most of the 
third generation worked on the seventeenth and eighteenth century, they, 
like their mentor Labrousse, were generally concerned with the problem 
of the economic, demographic, social, and cultural preconditions for the 
"takeoff" of capitalism in France-a problematic that, by the 1960s, owed 
at least as much to W.W. Rostow as to Marx (Rostow 1960).Accordingto 
Burguiere, the problem of "modernization" or, alternatively, of the failure 
to modernize, pervaded the work of the Annales' third generation (Bur
guiere 1995, 257-61). In the case of the United States, where the"modern
ization" paradigm underwrote the postwar boom in the social sciences, the 
problematic of the rise of" industrialization;' its causes, preconditions, and 
consequences, was at the core of the new social history. American social 
historians, whether they worked on the United States or Europe, most 
commonly worked on nineteenth-century urban topics, where the impact 
of the industrial revolution was central and unavoidable, rather tlian on 

v*' 
the Early Modern rural topics favored by the French. Although relatively 
few American social historians were Marxists, and although many (myself 
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included) failed even to use the term"capitalism;' the problem of capitalist 
development broadly understood was as constitutive of the new social 
history as it was of the social history practiced by the British Marxists or 
by the Annales school. 

THE CULTURAL TURN 

In the course of the 1970s, however, this consensus "working model" came 
increasingly under challenge from a new form of history focused on culture. 
The challenge was as international as was social history itself. My account 
of it, however, will begin with an extended consideration of the American 
case. Only after I have set forth an interpretation of my own experiences in 
the United States context will I attempt comparative assessments of devel
opments in Britain and France. 

As early as 1971, the year I completed my doctoral dissertation, I was 
beginning to feel frustrated by the limits of positivist quantitative history 
and by the "working model's" implicit materialist determinism. It seemed 
to me that although quantitative methodology had enabled us to under
stand more and more about the structural constraints and social forces 
that shaped people's lives, it offered no guidance for understanding how 
people actually made sense of and grappled with these forces and con
straints- that is, for how they actually made history. The persistent ob
jectivism of the new social history's practicing epistemology-the mode 
of thinking that C. Wright Mills brilliantly dubbed "abstracted empiri
cism'' (Mills 1959 )-virtually ruled out some of the most interesting ques
tions about the past-the questions about agency, culture, and the tex
tures of experience that had been at the heart of E. P. Thompson's work. I 
do not know at what point such doubts began to haunt other American 
new social historians, but it is clear that my case was not unique. It is re
markable that the turn to what in the course of the 1980s came to be called 
cultural history was actually pioneered by some of the same historians 
who had initially adhered to the new social history. In my own field of 
French history, for example, I would cite Joan Scott and Lynn Hunt as his
torians who, like me, moved from early work in a quantitative mode to 
later work in cultural history.19 Unlike the rise of the new social history, 

19. Scott (1974) and Tilly and Scott (1978) were in the quantitative mode, but the essays col
lected in Scott (1988), all written in the course of the 1980s, focused on the history of the lin
guistic construction of gender difference. Although Scott does not actually identify herself as a 

cultural historian (personal communication), I believe that most historians would see these es
says as fitting within the genre of cultural history, broadly construed. Hunt (1978) was a fairly 
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which was effected above all by a generational succession, the rise of the 
new cultural history was at least in part a transformation of historical 
practices within the 1960s generation. In retrospect, I see my switch from 
social to cultural history as a belated working out of the anti .. Fordist di .. 
mension of my 1960s radicalism. And I strongly suspect that many others 
were affected by the same underlying political motivations. But before dis .. 
cussing the politico .. cultural dynamics of history's cultural turn, let me say 
more about when and how the turn took place. 

My own path out of the new social history's abstracted empiricism
one that was followed by a number of others as well-was inspired by cul .. 
tural anthropology. What anthropology offered was a way of getting at 
meaningful human action. Of course, questions about the history of mean .. 
ing already had a significant place in the field of intellectual history. The 
beauty of cultural anthropology was that it made possible the pursuit of 
such questions not only in the texts of great thinkers, but in the rituals, 
conventions, language, and everyday conduct of ordinary people. It made 
possible, one might say, a kind of intellectual history of precisely the poor, 
marginalized, oppressed, illiterate, or semiliterate groups whose study was 
the bread and butter of social history. In this respect, then, social history's 
turn to anthropology was perfectly consistent with the field's frankly ex .. 
pansive ethos. Just as the use of quantitative methods enabled social histo .. 
rians to grasp the social, economic, or geographical structures that'-$;haped 
the lives of the poor, the marginalized, and the oppressed, so the use of 
anthropological methods could enable us to grasp such people's cultural 
systems. Adopting anthropological methods was therefore a means of ex .. 
panding or supplementing our conception of the social by adding cultural 
structures to the familiar social structures. Anthropology implied that cul .. 
tural structures, rather than being reflections or products of underlying 
social structures, were in fact equal to them in ontological standing. 

Thus, although the search for cultural structures was consonant with 
social history's expansive ethos, the turn to anthropology had some un .. 

typical work of the new social history. Hunt (1984) was a particularly clear example of the shift 
from social to cultural history, in that half of the book was quantitative social history and the 
other (far more influential) half cultural history. Unlike Scott, Hunt embraced, indeed pro
moted, the "cultural history" label; by the end of the decade, she had edited and written the in
troduction to the book that declared the triumph of"the new cultural history" (Hunt 1989). It 
should be pointed out that the real pioneer in cultural history among American historians of 
France was Natalie Davis, whose Society and Culture in Early Modern France, published in 1975, in
cluded several articles that had appeared during the previous decade. 
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settling epistemological and ontological implications. This was because 
anthropology- or at least the kind of Geertzian "symbolic anthropology" 
that historians tended to pick up (Geertz l973a)-was fundamentally in
compatible with the new social history's basically positivist epistemology 
and objectivist ontology. Unlike the new social history's presumption that 
social structures were analytically prior to social action, cultural anthro
pology implied that the social world was constituted by the interpretive 
practices of the actors who made it up. Hence, rather than scientists whose 
analysis of"hard data" revealed the structures of an objective social world, 
social historians who made the anthropological turn had to recast them
selves as interpreters of the inevitably interpretive practices that produced 
intersubjective cultural patterns. Cultural anthropology seemed to imply 
that even social and economic structures, which appeared to be the con
crete foundations or bony skeletons of social life, were themselves prod
ucts of the interpretive work of human actors. 

Making the cultural turn was therefore an exciting but also profoundly 
troubling step for an adept of the new social history. In my case, and I think 
in others as well, taking this step amounted to a sort of conversion experi
ence-a sudden and exhilarating reshaping of one's intellectual and moral 
world. In my case, the initial "conversion" took place at the University of 
Chicago between 1972 and 1974, largely under the influence of Bernard 
Cohn and Ronald Inden.20 My anthropological turn was powerfully con
firmed and deepened during the academic year of 1975-76 at the Institute 
for Advanced Study, when I took part in an extraordinary seminar on sym
bolic anthropology. This seminar, led by Clifford Geertz, included the 
anthropologists Victor Turner, Hildred Geertz, James Fernandez, David 
Sapir, Michelle and Renato Rosaldo, and Ellen and Keith Basso, the soci
ologist Orlando Patterson, and five historians: Robert Darnton, Thomas 
Kuhn, William Reddy, Ralph Giesey, and myself. The seminar gave rise to 
an intense discussion of the relationship between anthropology and his
tory, one that spilled over into lunch-table conversations and the seminar 
of the Shelby Collum Davis Center at Princeton University. This interac
tion between anthropologists and historians gave me a strong sense that 
my own interest in cultural anthropology was part of a larger convergence 
between the two disciplines. Anthropologists, it app-eared, were as inter-

20. Cohn was a pioneer in historical anthropology; Inden, a historian, had been a student of 
Cohn's and was also, at that time, something of a disciple of the anthropologist David Schneider. 

See Cohn (1987), Inden (1976), and Schneider (1968). The published evidence of my initial con
version is Sewell (1974a). 
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ested in historicizing their traditionally synchronic discipline as historians 
were interested in applying to history the anthropological notion of cul
ture. 21 Nevertheless, I can also testify that going over to anthropological 
methods and theories could attract considerable hostility from one's erst
while new social history colleagues-especially in my subfield of labor 
history, where anything smacking of "idealism" was taken as evidence of 
political as well as intellectual apostasy. 22 But the anthropologists' vivid 

and persuasive ethnographies contained a double promise: first, t,ti'at in
terpretive methods could uncover structures or systems of meaning no 
less real or far-reaching in their implications than the social structures un
covered by quantitative research and, second, that by doing so they could 
restore to history the dimension of meaningful human action that had been 
marginalized in the new social history. Anthropological history, in short, 
seemed a risky but also an irresistible intellectual adventure. 

While it was by no means impossible to combine quantitative with in
terpretive methods, it did require something of a balancing act. Moreover, 
the intoxication and sense of discovery involved in these pioneering 
searches for past cultural systems made it hard for social historians to sus
tain in practice an integrated sociological-cum-anthropological research 
strategy. Instead, most of us threw ourselves wholeheartedly into the study 
of culture, leaving our data-sets, graphs, and statistical tables behind. My 
own experience indicates how difficult it could be in practice to combine 
cultural and social history approaches. I initially discovered the possibili
ties of cultural anthropology at a time when I was attempting to turn my 
dissertation on the workers of Marseille into a book. But before I could 
complete the task, an anthropologically inspired essay that I initially pre
sented to the Symbolic Anthropology Seminar at the Institute for Ad
vanced Study in 1976 burgeoned into a very different book (Sewell 1980), 
interrupting my work on Marseille for several years. When I returned to 
the Marseille project, I managed to publish only a highly statistical and ut
terly sociological first volume of what I had actually planned as a two
volume work (Sewell 1985b ). The second volume, which was, precisely, 
projected to combine cultural and statistical methods, never got written. 
The question of the relationship between changing social structures and 
the emergence of working-class radicalism, which had seemed so com-

21. For astute accounts of relations between history and anthropology at this time, Sf#! Cohn 
·~ ~ 

(1980, 1981). ,, 

22. For a concise account of a hostile interchange that involved the anthropological turn, see 

Eley (1996, 197-78). 
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pelling in the 1960s and 1970s, had lost much of its interest for me by the 
mid-198os.23 I had, by then, effectively ceased to be a social historian. 

Not all social historians found their way into cultural history by way of 
anthropology. Another, probably more common, route was via literary 
studies-which had themselves been transformed in the 1970s by the var
ious post-structuralisms associated with the names of Derrida, Lacan, and 
Foucault. Precisely how social historians negotiated the cultural turn 
surely depended on local ecologies of knowledge. My appointments at 
Chicago and then at the Institute for Advanced Study in Princeton put me 
at two of the major crossroads between history and anthropology in the 

1970s. Lynn Hunt andJoan Scott, two other social historians of France of 
my vintage who also made the cultural turn, did so primarily through lo

cal connections with literary scholars- although in quite different ways. 

Hunt explained in the preface to her transitional book Politics, Culture, and 

Class in the French Revolution that she had begun her research with "a differ
ent project in mind;' but that her"original social history of Revolutionary 
politics turned increasingly into a cultural analysis:' She attributed this in 
part to "the impact of my friends at Berkeley;' but did not mention who 
these friends were (Hunt 1984, xi). I think, however, that we can get some 
insight into her social circles by noting that she served on the editorial 
board of the celebrated interdisciplinary journal Representations when it 
was launched in 1983, the year before she published Politics, Culture, and 

Class. A quick check of the disciplinary affiliations of the editorial board 
indicates seven English professors, two professors of French, three histo
rians, one anthropologist, and one (very maverick) political scientist. This 
affiliation with the humanities is also reflected in the theoretical references 
in part r of Hunt's book (entitled "Poetics as Power"), which include cita
tions to Jean Starobinski, Kenneth Burke, Susan Suleiman, Northrup 
Frye, Hayden White, Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida, and E. H. Gom
brich, along with the historians J. G. A. Pocock, Ernst Kantorowicz, Mona 
Ozouf, and Frans:ois Furet. The only social scientists mentioned are Emile 
Durkheim and the ubiquitous Clifford Geertz. 

Joan Scott made the cultural turn during a period when she was teach-

23. I did manage to publish one article on Marseille that, I believe, combined quantitative so

ciological and interpretive anthropological perspectives more or less seamlessly, thus carrying 
out more or less the sort of analysis I had intended to apply on a larger scale (Sewell 1988). A re
formulated version of this article is included as chapter 9 in this book. For a long-term project 
that has successfully combined quantitative social history with anthropological history, see 

Sabean (1990, 1998). 
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ing at Brown University and serving as director of the Pembroke Center 
for Research on Women. In her introduction to Gender and the Politics of 
History, the book that contains her writings from this period, Scott notes 
that the essays grew out of conversations in the center's seminar. There, 
surrounded by feminist"literary scholars;' she tells us that she"was forced 
to take post-structuralist theory seriously and wrestle with its implica
tions for a social historian" (Scott 1988, l). The theoretical citations in 
Scott's volume bear out this provenance: the post-structuralist humanities 
scholars Michel Foucault, Theresa de Lauretis, Barbara Johnson, Jacques 
Derrida, Michel de Certeau, Donna Haraway, Martha Minow, Gayatri 
Chakravorty Spivak, Michael Ryan, Denise Riley, and Luce Irigaray, to
gether with the Marxist art historian T. ]. Clark, are joined by four anthro
pologists (Clifford Geertz, Michelle Zimbalist Rosaldo, Gayle Rubin, and 
Maurice Godelier), two historians (Natalie Davis and Caroline Bynum), 
and one sociologist (Pierre Bourdieu). While Scott's theoretical references, 
like Hunt's, are largely to scholars in the humanities, hers are overwhelm
ingly to post-structuralists, whereas Hunt's include such classical human
ities authors as Burke, Frye, and Gombrich. Moreover, feminist theorists 
are very prominent among Scott's references, making up fully half of the 
total, by my count. By contrast, only one feminist (Susan Suleiman) ap
pears among Hunt's references. These striking differences mirror a funda
mental divergence within the humanities in the late 1970s and early 1980s, 
when both feminists and post-structuralists were engaged in inten~j! epis
temological challenges to traditional humanistic scholarship. As th~se ref
erences imply, Scott's work includes a post-structuralist epistemological 
critique of historical thought, one that Hunt and her co-authors disagreed 
with emphatically in their epistemologically middle-of-the-road Telling the 
Truth about History (Appleby, Hunt, and Jacobs 1994, 226-28). Clearly, very 
different kinds of literary theory could be imported into history, with very 
different results. 

It is instructive that both Scott's and Hunt's theoretical references were 
quite different from those in the introduction to my transitional book, 
Work and Revolution in France (Sewell 1980 ). My cited theoretical sources 
were five anthropologists (Clifford Geertz, David Schneider, Victor Turner, 
Max Gluckman, and Marshall Sahlins), two philosophers (Michel Fou
cault and Jacques Ranciere), and four historians (E. P. Thompson, Ronald 
Inden, and Eugene and Elizabeth Genovese). The difference in profiles be
tween these citations and those of Hunt and Scott are clear: a much higher 
proportion of anthropologists, no literary critics or feminists, and (to my 
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surprise) a higher proportion, across all disciplinary categories, of Marx
ist scholars (by my count five of eleven, as opposed to three of nineteen for 
Scott and none among Hunt's fourteen).24 This quick and dirty exercise in 
citation analysis indicates that seemingly parallel and roughly simultane
ous paths through the cultural turn could vary significantly in their fine 
structures. 

But at the same time, all three of these cases illustrate a major shift in the 
epistemological frontiers of history. If the new social history was largely 
defined by its borrowing of method and epistemology from the quantita
tively inclined social sciences, the new cultural history that took shape in 
the 1980s was defined instead by a large-scale transplantation of method 
and epistemology from the humanities. Even the theoretical references of 
someone like me, who followed a relatively"social scientific" route through 
the cultural turn, included anthropologists and philosophers, but no soci
ologists-let alone economists. Indeed, the only works by sociologists 
cited by Scott, Hunt, or myself were Emile Durkheim's The Elementary 
Forms of Religious Life ((1912] 1965), a book claimed as a founding text by 
anthropologists as much as by sociologists, and Le sens pratique (1980) by 
Pierre Bourdieu, who spent his early career as an anthropologist before 
turning to a highly interpretive form of sociology later in life. Moreover, 
even historians who made the cultural turn primarily through borrowings 
from the officially social-science discipline of anthropology found them
selves in an intellectual world increasingly defined by literary studies. Clif
ford Geertz's essay on the Balinese cockfight (Geertz l973b ), which was the 
anthropological work that influenced historians most widely (see Walters 
1980 ), was famous for introducing into anthropology the notion of culture 
as a text. Geertz's models of text interpretation, to be sure, were primarily 
drawn from hermeneutics or new criticism. But many in the generation of 
anthropologists who came of age in the 1970s and 1980s (including some of 
Geertz's own students) were increasingly attracted to the post-structuralist 
forms of theory that had gained dominance in literature departments. The 
manifesto of anthropological post-structuralism, a collection significantly 
entitled Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics of Ethnography, was published 
in 1986 (Clifford and Marcus 1986). From that time forward, anthropology 

24. This latter categorization is admittedly slippery. Among my citations, I did not count 
Sahlins, who had left his Marxism behind when he wrote the book cited, but did count Ranciere, 
whose cited work was Marxist but who later distanced himself from Marxism. I say that the 

prominence of Marxist references in my footnotes surprises me because I certainly did not re
gard myself as a Marxist at the time I was writing Work and Revolution. 
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itself was less an exporter of theory to other disciplines than an importer of 
theory from literary studies. 25 

When the boundary with the humanities was breached in the early 
1980s, much of the theory that flowed into history was post-structuralist. 
As the connections with literary studies multiplied, Foucault, Derrida, 
and Lacan became names to conjure with in historical circles. The influ ... 
ence of Michel Foucault on historians has been particularly notable (see 
Goldstein 1994). I believe that this prominence stemmed in part from the 
obvious fact that, unlike Derrida, Lacan, and their literary epigon~, Fou
cault consistently worked on historical topics. Moreover, Foucault focused 
on marginalized groups and on the links between discourse, power, and in
equality- interests that fitted with, but also challenged, social historians' 
preoccupation with history from the bottom up (see esp. Foucault 1977 ).26 

If the hermeneutical approach of Geertzian anthropology introduced at 
least a potential epistemological break between social and cultural history, 
the influx of post-structuralist theory did much to radicalize that break, 
making any attempt to develop a combined socio-cultural history ever 
more difficult. 

Both the rapidity of the rise of cultural history in the 1980s and the 
widening of the epistemological fissure dividing it from social history were 
disproportionately fueled by developments in women's history- or gen
der history, to use the term that many would now prefer. Women's history 
was easily the most politically intense and intellectually creative field in his
torical studies during the l98os.27 Thanks largely to the organized efforts 
of feminist historians during the 1970s, there was a remarkable influx of 
women into history departments in the 1980s (remarkable, that is, by com
parison with previous decades). Women's history was, therefore, also the 
most rapidly growing field in the discipline. Through the 1970s, women's 
history looked much like other subfields of social history, focusing on the 
familiar tasks of documenting the experiences of a previously ignored cat
egory of the population and specifying the structural sources of women's 
particular social and economic burdens. But during the 1980s, women's his-

25. To be fair, it should be noted that new imports of anthropology by literary scholars asso

ciated with "the new historicism" went some way toward righting the intellectual balance of pay
ments between the disciplines (Veeser 1989). 

26. It is surely no accident that Foucault was the only theorist other than Geertz to appear 
in the theoretical references of Hunt, Scott, and Sewell alike. 

27. For a lucid brief account of the politics and epistemology of women's historpgrom the 

1960s through the 1980s, see Scott (1991). 
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torians-increasingly influenced by feminist philosophers and literary 
scholars (as in the bellwether case of Joan Scott discussed above) began to 
explore the intrinsically radical epistemological implications of the mod
ern feminist movement. Feminism had, after all, challenged one of the sup
posedly most natural of social distinctions, the difference between male 
and female, arguing that its meaning was contingent and susceptible to 
fundamental redefinition. Hence the problem for historians, stated most 
influentially by Scott, became not to document the distinct historical ex
periences of women but to decipher the processes by which gender differ
ence-indeed sexual difference itself-has been established, maintained, 
and transformed (Scott 1988). In this effort the resources provided by lit
erary theory have proved tremendously valuable. This critical and decon
structive historical analysis of central cultural categories-sex and gen
der-has unquestionably helped to radicalize and energize cultural 
history as a whole. Over the past decade or so the question of how sup
posedly natural or settled identities have in fact been discursively estab
lished, maintained, and transformed has arguably become the central prob
lematic of cultural history as practiced in America. The influence is 
particularly clear in histories of race, sexuality, and colonialism. Work in 
these areas has sustained both the political radicalism and the conceptual 
innovation that has characterized gender history since the l98os.28 

Social history, even quantitative social history, has ,<;:ertainly not disap
peared. But its decline from hegemony in the history profession in the late 
1970s to a position of intellectual marginality by the late 1980s was almost 
breathtakingly rapid. In part because many of the most prominent social 
historians themselves took the cultural turn, the no longer "new" social 
history failed to put up much of a struggle against the rise of cultural his
tory. Abetted by the burgeoning of a culturally in.fleeted gender history and 
the in.flux of women into graduate programs and faculty positions, cultural 
history quickly became the major growth area in the profession, attracting 
the best students in the major centers of graduate training. The publica
tion in 1989 of an influential collection entitled The New Cultural History 
(edited by Lynn Hunt) might be said to mark cultural history's claim to 
have usurped definitively the hegemonic position achieved by social his

tory only a decade earlier. 
Because I was a pioneer in the field of cultural history, one might expect 

28. Some examples are Bederman (1995), Briggs (2002), Chauncy (1994), Holt (1995), 

Roediger (1991), and Stoler (1995, 2002). 
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me to be thrilled by its rise to intellectual hegemony. The speed and thor .. 
oughness of the triumph, after all, has been quite exhilarating. As recently 
as 1985, I was convinced that the remainder of my academic career would 
be dedicated to a long and exhausting fight for the recognition of culture's 
role in social life. That the positions I had to argue for tooth and nail in 
the early 1980s had become the accepted wisdom by 1990 was a delightful 
surprise. Nevertheless, I have increasingly come to worry that the triumph 
of cultural history over social history has perhaps been too easy-that 
social-historical methodologies of considerable power have been given up 
without much resistance and that important concepts, especially the fun
damental social-historical notion of social structure, have been abandoned 
almost without argument. Cultural history, it seems to me, has been 
largely spared the potentially bracing task of working out its relationship 
to the fundamental problems and techniques of social history; it has, 
instead, been able to dismiss them more or less out of hand.29 The result, 
I fear, is a form o~ history that, for all its impressive achievements and in 
spite of its continuing vitality and political relevance, nevertheless finds it
self disarmed in the face of certain important questions posed to us by the 
history of our own era. Here, indeed, is a vexing paradox: during the very 
period when historians have gleefully cast aside the notion of structural 
determination, the shape of our own social world has been fundamentally 
transformed by changes in the structures of world capitalism-in ways I 
shall attempt to spell out below. Given the political and intellectual chal
lenges facing us at the beginning of the twenty-first century, I tl}~k that 
history can jettison the conceptual and methodological heritage of social 
history only at its peril.30 

29. There were, to be sure, some quite fierce polemics in historical journals in the 1980s, but 
these were often debates among cultural historians over post-structuralism or postmodernism 
rather than between social and cultural historians. Joan Scott was at the center of a number of 

these polemics. Scott (1987a) was a response to Gareth Stedman Jones (1983). It was published 
with three critical comments (Stansell 1987; Rabinbach 1987; Palmer 1987); Scott (1987b) then 
replied to the comments. Scott (1992) was largely a criticism of John Toews (1987). Laura Lee 
Downs's (1993a) critique of Scott was followed by a reply from Scott (1993) and a rejoinder from 
Downs (1993b). There was also a prominent polemic between Robert Finlay (I988) and Natalie 
Zemon Davis (1988). Perhaps the most blistering denunciation of discursive history, this one 
from a distinctly social-historical point of view, was by Bryan D. Palmer (1990 ). 

30. For a very different (and very stimulating) assessment of current historiographical co
nundrums, see Cabrera (2004). Cabrera characterizes the"new cultural history'' as an attempt 
to work out the relationship between culture and social structures, with the latter still under .. 

stood as objectively given. He argues that the "new cultural history" is now being replaced by a 
"postsocial history;' which understands all of social reality as being constituted in discourse. 
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But how and why have the achievements of social history been so 
quickly abandoned? I have noted that the cultural turn involved a rejection 
of the naive objectivism of social history-the notion that social struc

tures were ontologically prior to thought and action and that various 
forms of"hard data" afforded privileged access to these structures. One of 
the key arguments against these objectivist prejudices was to demonstrate 
that the documents containing so-called "hard data" were themselves cul

tural products that required interpretation and critique. Once again Joan 
Scott's work is emblematic of a mode of thinking that I believe was wide
spread during history's cultural turn. In an essay originally written in 198431 

and eventually incorporated into Gender and the Politics of History, Scott sub

jected a statistical inquiry into work in mid-nineteenth-century Paris to a 
brilliant political and cultural reading, treating statistical categories them
selves as discourse rather than taking the numbers they produced as ob
jective data about social life (Scott 1988, n3-38). Her astute deconstruc
tion of the categories employed in the inquiry demonstrated that this 

statistical text was structured throughout by a particular politics of gen
der. Her critique of normal positivist research procedures was devastating. 
She pointed out that "historians searching for unimpeachable data" have 

taken the report "at face value, incorporating its documentation without 
questioning its categories and interpretations:' Such a procedure is doubly 
faulty, she argues, because it both "perpetuates a certain vision of the econ

omy and of statistical science as an essentially objective enterprise" and 
"makes the historian an unwitting party to the politics of another age" 

(Scott 1988, 137). This does not mean that Scott disputed the utility of sta
tistical reports as historical sources."Rather;' she asserted,"! want to argue 

against a simple positivist use of them and for a fuller and more compli

cated conceptualization of the 'reality' they represent; for a reading of sta
tistical reports that problematizes and contextualizes their categories and 
conclusions; for an end, in other words, to the separation of statistical re
ports from other kinds of historical texts" (n5). 

But there is another question that Scott did not pose: once the inquiry's 
categories had been subjected to criticism and reinterpretation, could the 

Because I figure in this book (and at some length) both as a heroic pioneer of"postsocial history" 

and as an unreconstructed new cultural historian, it will probably come as no surprise that I find 

the posited distinction between these supposedly utterly different forms of historiographical 

practice somewhat exaggerated. · 

31."A Statistical Representation of Work: La Statistique de l'industrie a Paris, 1847-1848." Scott 

indicates in a footnote ( 1988, II3) that the paper was initially delivered as a public lecture in 1984. 
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data it reports be used in a statistically critical fashion-perhaps revealing 
patterns that are present in the data but obscured by the inquiry's proce .. 
dures of classification and interpretation? Scott successfully read the in .. 
quiry culturally to get at the mental categories and political strategies of its 
authors. But it is possible that the information gathered in the text could 
also be "read against the grain" statistically so as to reveal other character .. 
istics of the world of work that the report was ostensibly about. It is pos .. 
sible that the data in this inquiry are presented in such utterly ideological 
categories that there is no way to use them to probe the lifeworld that they 
purportedly represent. But I think the fact that the question was no,t posed 

;>~-!'. 

by Scott, who in her earlier work had carried out extremely sophisticated 
and critical quantitative analyses (esp. Scott 1974 ), speaks volumes about 
the epistemic assumptions of history's cultural turn. If social history 
tended to privilege quantifiable data as uniquely objective, cultural history, 
at least in its post .. structuralist modality, seemed to deny the possibility of 
access to any realities beyond the discursive structures present in the text.32 

It was above all post .. structuralism, especially in its Derridean form, 
that made the unreflective realism underlying social history's evidentiary 
practices seem utterly naive. It has taught us that all of the texts and text 
analogues we use as evidence-like Scott's statistical inquiry-must be 
subjected to an acute critical reading and that much of what once passed 
for direct evidence of past" realities" might better be thought of as a textual 
reference to yet another level of textuality. The "undecidability" of texts 
and the potentially endless play of intertextuality has made cultural histo .. 
rians extremely reticent about referring to social structures, social forces, 
modes of production, or class relations as facts standing outside of textual 
logics. The pasts that cultural historians feel comfortable making claims 
about therefore tend to be the pasts of discourse, and above all of those 
forms of discourse readily available in textual form. This reticence about 
naming an "extratextual" social puts many of the questions and problem .. 
atics that were central to the new social history beyond the pale of the new 
cultural history: questions, for example, about the distribution of wealth, 
the dynamics of economic development, changing patterns of landholding 
or employment, demographic structures, or patterns of geographical con .. 
centration and dispersion. 

32. I hope it is clear that far from singling out Joan Scott as an epistemological offender, I 
mean to commend her for stating outright what others were thinking but lacked either the forth-
rightness or the clarity to say in published form. ~)i 
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Meanwhile, I think that the understandable preference of cultural his
torians for symbolically rich artifacts-usually texts-has also tended 
over time to displace our gaze from the poor and powerless, who were the 
favorite subject of the new social history, to those more favored categories 
who were likely to commit their thoughts to paper and whose papers were 
more likely to be conserved. This drift away from the socially marginal has 
been compounded by post-structuralist epistemological doubts about the 
possibility of knowing or representing the thoughts of the poor. Thus 
Jacques Ranciere (1981) showed that nineteenth-century French worker 
poets and intellectuals, who had been taken (by himself and by me, among 
others, see Faure and Ranciere 1976, Sewell 1980) as expressing the 
worker's point of view, were themselves in flight from the labor they glori
fied in print, leaving the meanings of their writings open to fundamental 
doubt. More radically, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (1988) intimated that 
try as we might we cannot induce the subalterns to speak. In European his ... 
tory, at least, there has been a clear trend from studies of workers and peas
ants in the 1960s and 1970s to studies of the bourgeoisie since the 1980s. 
Lest it seem that I am chiding others for abandoning the poor and down
trodden, let me cite my own trajectory, which began with a study of the 
working class of Marseille (Sewell 1971, l974b, l974c), then moved to what 
might be characterized as a study of literate artisans and their political 
and intellectual relations with the radical intelligentsia (Sewell 1980), and 
most recently to a highly textual study of the Abbe Sieyes, one of the lead
ing constitutional theorists of the French Revolution (Sewell 1994 ). 

But in spite of my own trajectory (or perhaps because of it) I worry that 
the emergence of the current form of purely cultural history is extremely 
inopportune, coming as it does in a period of fundamental transformation 
of capitalism on a world scale-of decreasing ability of states to control 
their own destinies, of growing income disparities in the United States 
and in many other areas of the world, of ubiquitous declines in state wel .. 
fare provision, and of sharp demobilizations of labor and the left-all 
pushed forward powerfully by the ascendant discourses of economic neo
liberalism. Somehow, at the very time when particularly powerful changes 
in social and economic structures are manifested ever more insistently in 
our daily lives, we cultural historians have ceased not only to grapple with 
such structures but even to admit their ontological reality. In the next sec
tion of this essay, I shall attempt to sharpen the problem facing historians 
by suggesting that history's cultural turn was itself causally intertwined 
with these very socioeconomic transformations over the past three decades. 
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If we historians hope to participate in what I see as the great political and 
intellectual battle of the coming years-attempting to reclaim effective 
political and social agency from the juggernaut of world capitalism and 
the hegemony of so-called "free market" economics-I think we need to 
understand our own epistemological and political entanglements in world 
capitalism's recent social history. 

POST-FORDISM AND THE CULTURAL TURN 

Surely anyone who has made the turn from social to cultural history, 
myself included, could devise an essentially "internalist'' (and "whiggish") 
story about how the intellectual and philosophical advantages of cultural 
history led to its inevitable triumph over an intellectually inadequate so
cial history. Indeed, I have actually sketched out the rudiments of one such 
account from my point of view above. But I think there are reasons to be 
wary of the adequacy of any purely internalist account. First, such ac
counts tend to imply that the social history paradigm was more or less in
tellectually exhausted. I do not think that this was really the case.33 Plenty 
of significant problems from within the social history research program 
still remained to be solved in the 198os-or, for that matter, remain to be 
solved today. Data-sources certainly were not beginning to peter out. At 
the very time when historians were turning away from quantitative anal
ysis, the development of personal computers was making such research far 
easier to do. By the 1990s, a single graduate student with an up-to-date 
laptop had vastly more computational resources at her or his disposal than 
I had in the 1970s with two or three research assistants and a sizabl~ grant 

"C~ 

from the National Science Foundation. Moreover, excellent work' in the 
new social history mode has continued to be done, but increasingly by 
historical sociologists rather than historians. In the years since historians 
essentially went out of the business of quantitative history, three brilliant 
quantitatively based studies in the new social history mode have been pub
lished in my own field of French revolutionary studies: Mark Traugott's 
work on the Parisian Revolution of 1848 (1985), Roger Gould's on the Paris 
Commune (1995), and John Markoff's on peasants in the French Revolu
tion (1996). These books indicate that pathbreaking historical discoveries 
can still be made by means of quantitative analysis. Historians did not ex
haust the possibilities of the new social history. Rather, they have shunned 
it for reasons of a quite different order. 

33. For a different opinion on this matter, see Bonnell and Hunt (1999, 7). 
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Second, any purely internalist explanation of the cultural turn in his
tory ignores the fact that in the 1980s, at precisely the time of history's cul
tural turn, a widespread rise of interest in culture-almost a culture ma
nia- swept across a broad range of fields in the human sciences. In literary 
studies, the key move was to use the now dominant post-structuralist the
oretical categories to analyze texts and text analogues previously regarded 
as outside the canon of literature: popular fiction, science writing, film, 
journalism, television, museums, advertising, hip-hop-in short, culture 
in general. The dynamic new transdisciplinary field of cultural studies has 
grown explosively in English, American, and Australian universities over 
the past twenty years. 34 Even fields like sociology, political science, and 
psychology, whose dominant scientism long made them highly resistant to 
taking culture seriously, now have important subfields devoted to the 
study of culture. Indeed, culture has become a buzzword of American 
popular discourse as well. It is hard to turn on television news or National 
Public Radio without hearing some commentator pontificate about the 
"business culture of Silicon Valley" or the "culture of the Senate:' And po
litical claims about the value of cultural particular.fry, especially with re
spect to issues of race and ethnicity, are ubiquitous. As much as we histo
rians might like to think that we adopt new questions and methods 
because they are intrinsically intellectually superior, there is good reason 
to believe that in taking the cultural tum we were actually being swept 
along by much larger social forces of some kind. 

The Marxist commentators Fredric Jameson and David Harvey have 
developed arguments that I find extremely useful for getting at the nature 
of these social forces. During the 1980s, they argued that the artistic and 
intellectual mutations that had come to be known as "postmodernism" 
should be understood as responses to an immense and systemic shift in the 
form of world capitalism (Jameson 1991, 1998; Harvey 1989). Writing in 
1984, Jameson identified a postmodernist sensibility-characterized by 
depthlessness, spatial disorientation, the collapse of the boundary be
tween high and popular culture, a loss of the sense of historicity, a waning 
of affect, and the rise of pastiche-which he discerned in painting, sculp
ture, literature, cinema, and architecture alike (Jameson 1984).35 He ar
gued that the postmodernists had rather precociously found ways of ex
pressing in their art the "structures of feeling" generated by the emergent 

34. For a particularly stimulating discussion of cultural studies, see Readings (1996, 89-118). 

35. This essay was incorporated as the first chapter of Jameson (1991). 
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logic of "late capitalism;' the origins of which he traced back into the 
l96os.36 Jameson's argument relied largely on parallels between the formal 
features of contemporary capitalism and postmodern art. David Harvey, 
writing a few years later, attempted to specify more concrete changes in 
political-economic structures-above all the myriad effects of capitalism's 
current round of "annihilation of space through time"-that made a post
modernist aesthetic and philosophical outlook plausible (Harvey 1989 ). 
Although both Jameson and Harvey were concerned specifically to explain 
the emergence of the postmodernist sensibility, I believe that their argu
ments are also highly relevant to the broad "cultural turn" undertaken by 
historians and other scholars in the 1980s. , :'· 

In the course of the 1970s, many observers would agree, the Fordist 
regime of macroeconomic regulation unraveled and was gradually replaced 
by a very different regime. Harvey identifies the new regime as "flexible 
accumulation" (Harvey 1989, 141-88), but this is only one of a number of 
terms that have been suggested; indeed, many writers have simply desig
nated the new economic regime with the uninformative moniker "Post
Fordism." The transition between regimes can most conveniently be dated 
to 1973, the year of the"oil shock;' the final collapse of the postwar Bretton 
Woods monetary regime, and the onset of "stagflation"-a combination of 
inflation and economic stagnation that proved impossible to remedy with 
the standard Keynesian tools. The contours of the new regime have taken 
some time to emerge, and it is a matter of some dispute whether the current 
form of macroeconomic governance of world capitalism has jelled into a 
regime with anything like the coherence of the Fordist regime it replaced 
(Amin 1994). Nevertheless, the broad differences between the emerging 
form of capitalism and its Fordist prececessor are clear and not very con
troversial. During the forty years I am covering in this essay, we have lived 
through an epochal transformation in the nature of the capitalist world 
economy.37 I believe that this great transformation must be taken into ac
count in explaining the history of historical thought in these years. 

Harvey (1989) calls the form of capitalism that had emerged by the 
l98os"flexible" to indicate its contrasts with some of the key features of the 
regime prevailing in the 1950s and l96os-features that had become dys
functional "rigidities" by the early 1970s. As against the highly bureaucra .. 
tized and vertically integrated firms that dominated the economy during 

36. Jameson borrowed the term "structures of feeling" from Raymond Williams (I977 ). 

37. An acute history of this transformation is Brenner (I998); see also Brenner (2002). 
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the postwar boom, firms turned in the long economic crisis of the 1970s to 
"downsizing;"' outsourcing;' subcontracting, and the increasing use of tem
porary employees and business consultants, moves that made them able to 
reply more nimbly to changes in demand, supply, and technology. The in
troduction of numerically programmed tools and computer-based design 
enabled firms to move from mass production to smaller batch, more niche
oriented production. Consequently, the turnaround time of capital has 
been significantly shortened. In the consumer sector, design and advertis
ing have become increasingly central to the production of goods, speeding 
up the"fashion cycle" that Fordist capitalism had already spread far beyond 
its original home in the garment industry. In the post-Fordist period, 
advertising and design have worked to diversify consumer tastes by creat
ing and commercially exploiting a multitude of consumer"lifestyles."This 
effective merging of design, advertising, and production has made any dis
tinction between culture and the economy ever more difficult to sustain. 
Meanwhile entertainment-film, cinema, sport, spectacle, and tourism
has become one of the dominant sectors of the economy. 

Improvements in transportation and communications technologies
especially containerization, cheap air travel, telecommunications, comput
ers, and the Internet-have enabled corporations to become increasingly 
transnational in character. Transnational corporations have adopted radi
cally new forms of spatial division of labor, increasingly locating produc
tion facilities in low-wage countries while design, management, and finan
cial functions are scattered through rich countries like .the United States, 
Western Europe, and Japan. Increased internationalization of markets for 
labor, capital, and commodities, along with the end of the Bretton Woods 
system of strictly pegged currencies, has also tremendously increased the 
opportunities for worldwide investment and financial speculation. Mean
while, new information technologies that make possible so-called "real 
time" worldwide trading, together with the invention of new financial 
products, especially derivatives, have led to the explosion of financial mar
kets and the subjection of producers everywhere to increasing domination 
by the short-term logic of futures markets. This hypertrophic financial in
dustry has also become increasingly "offshore"-that is, beyond the pos
sibility of effective control or regulation by the governments of even the 
richest and most powerful countries. Increasingly, it is the whims of the 
"world market" (that is, the offshore worldwide financial industry) that 

determine the fates of firms, industries, classes, regions, and the popula
tions of entire countries-without much hope of effective intervention 
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from the governments of individual nation .. states. This entire transforma
tion has of course been pushed forward by an immense discursive shift in 
dominant political ideologies, with economic neoliberalism, whether of 
the Thatcherite-Reaganite or Clintonite-Blairite variety, either sweeping 
social democratic discourses from the field or, as in Germany or France, 
turning social democracy into a defensive holding operation. Unlike the 
expansive Keynesian welfare state of the Fordist era, consequently, post
Fordist states have increasingly been either unwilling or unable to regulate 
economic activities for the benefit of disadvantaged sectors of society. 
Contemporary states tend to limit themselves to positioning national or 
local capital for effective competition in the global market-for example, 
by means of selective deregulation, tax breaks, cutbacks on expensive wel
fare provisions, and limiting the power of labor movements. 

These systemic changes in the mode of economic regulation have had 
profound effects on peoples' daily social experiences. Here I shall mention 
only a few illustrative examples: 

1. The sharply increased geographical mobility of capital and informa
tion has been accompanied over the past thirty years by a huge surge of mi
gration on a worl<l: scale, especially from poor countries in Asia, Africa, the 
Middle East, and Latin America to Western Europe and the United States. 
This migration has occurred at both the bottom and the top of the social 
scale-involving, for example, both poor Mexicans and North Africans 
who find work in factories and in menial service occupations and highly 
educated Indian programmers and engineers. This has resulted in the 
emergence both of strikingly cosmopolitan urban textures in Western 
cities and of what Arjun Appadurai (1996) has dubbed "global eth:no
scapes" in which the boundaries of states and national communities no 
longer coincide- so that, for example, Hindu fundamentalist movements 
that rise to prominence in India rely for much of their financing on pros
perous expatriate Indian communities in the United States. 

2. "Global cities;' those great urban agglomerations that have emerged 
as particularly dense nodes of communication and control in the footloose 
world economy, have largely left manufacturing behind and increasingly 
compete among themselves on the basis of their cultural lifestyles for the 
most lucrative financial and business service firms and the most talented 
managers and "information'1 specialists. Urban beautification, the develop
ment of arts districts and their associated bohemias, and such "high 
culture" institutions as opera companies, symphony orchestras, theater 
districts, galleries, and museums have become marks of and means of pro .. 
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ducing and sustaining top-flight nodes in the contemporary world econ
omy. It is, moreover, precisely these global cities that tend to have the high
est levels- and greatest complexities- of transnational ethnic diversity. 

3. Organized labor, which had been an essential component of the 
Fordist regime, has lost power everywhere. In the United States, where it 
was attacked frontally by Reaganite Republicans in the 1980s, it has suf
fered a devastating collapse in membership. Real wages of workers have es
sentially stagnated for the past thirty years, while incomes of the very 
wealthy have ballooned. At all levels of the occupational hierarchy, people's 
sense of job security has evaporated, and the well-defii:ed career ladder, 
which was characteristic of the Fordist corporation both for managers and 
for production workers, has been increasingly replaced by a kind of occu
pational picaresque. Frequent lateral movement between firms, bouts of 
temporary work, episodes of self-employment, frequent retraining, and 
career changes are becoming the norm, even for middle-class employees.38 

4. These experiential shifts have been intertwined with and enhanced 
by discursive shifts. Especially since the mid-198os, commentators, pun
dits, editorialists, and scholars constantly inform us that we are living in a 
new world, that old economic paradigms have been superceded, that ours 
is an entrepreneurial age, that contemporary global flows of populations 
and ideas are unprecedented, and so forth. The bursting of the late-199os 
"dot com" bubble quieted the endless babble about the "new economy;' 
which was supposedly capable of creating wealth without generating 
actual revenues. Nevertheless, hyperbolic claims about the novelty of our 
current condition remain common. (It is a sobering thought that this 
chapter might itself be cited as an example.) In any case, the experiential 
effects of changes in economic and social relations have been magnified in 
the past two decades by discourses telling us that the new footloose rela
tions are particularly significant-just as the discourse of the Fordist era 
previously magnified our sense of the solidity and standardization of socio
economic relations. Hence, while it is surely true that careers have actually 
become increasingly unstable and entrepreneurial over the past few 
decades, careers during the Fordist era were less stable than we imagined 
and those in the current era are probably more stable than we imagine. The 

38. These changes have also affected the academic humanists and social scientists, who fre~ 
quently spend several years in postdoctoral fellowships, adjunct positions, or replacement jobs 

before finally landing a tenure-track position-indeed, a rising portion remain in adjunct jobs 

indefinitely. For those who attain tenure, however, the involuntary form of the occupational 

picaresque ceases. 
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changes in what we experience are products both of changes in social rela, 
tions and of changes in the cultural categories through which we under, 
stand them. 

I think Jameson and Harvey are right to argue that this epochal increase 
in the experienced volatility of social and economic forms since the 1970s 
has been a fundamental source of the postmodernist sensibility. But the 
rise of postmodernism was just one of a range of possible intellectual re, 
sponses to this subtle yet pervasive transformation of our social world. It 
is certainly plausible that the shift from Fordism to flexible accumulation 
lies behind the great wave of academic cultural turns in the 1980s and 
1990s. The experienced decline in the regularity and predictability of life 
has surely made"social structures" seem far less solid and determining, and 
the progressive relativization of"majority" cultures and the ever ... increasing 
role of information and aesthetics in economic production have surely 
made it plausible that our world might profitably be understood as cultur, 
ally constituted.39 Thus, the turn from social to cultural history would 
seem to be, at least in part, a response to the changing structure and tex ... 
tures of our life experience in the contemporary world. The volatilization 
of social relations over the past thirty years certainly did not determine in 
a rigid sense any specific changes in social thought. But it does seem to have 
made strong structural determinisms less plausible across the board and to 
have induced thinkers in a number of different intellectual locations and 
with a whole range of political and epistemological proclivities to turn to .. 
ward more micro,Ievel or actor,based forms of explanation. Thus, the 
widespread concern in social theory with the problem of agency or action, 
the development of social network methodology in sociology, the immense 
influence of Michel Foucault's claims about the predominance of the 
"micro,physics" of power over the formal trappings of state authority, the 
victory by the 1980s of microeconomics over macroeconomics, and the rise 
of rational choice theory in political science and philosophy- all of these 
extremely diverse movements of thought, no less than postmodernism and 
the various academic ''cultural turns;' can be read as alternative responses 
to the experienced volatilization of social relations that has accompanied 
recent transformations of world capitalism. It is noteworthy that some of 

39. My argument here has been influenced by George Steinmetz's work on the epistemic 
effects of the transition from Fordism to post-Fordism, effects discernable in the targets and dis

courses of social movements as well as in academic discourses (1994, 2004, forthcoming; Stein

metz and Chae 2002). On this approach to social movements, see also Hirsch (1983) and Mayer 

and Roth (1995). 
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these intellectual movements-microeconomics, rational choice, and 
social network methodology-are highly mathematical and positivistic in 
character and lack any elective affinity with the political left. Recent trans

formations in social and economic relations have had major effects on both 
sides of the positivist/ anti positivist epistemological divide.40 

In any case, I am convinced that I and my fellow social historians were, 

when making our various cultural turns, significantly influenced in our 
thinking by the subtle yet pervasive changes that were wrought in our lives 

by the emergence of new forms of capitalist social relations. I believe that 
our conscious model of the social order during the time that we undertook 

our cultural turns was the collapsing Fordist order, not the newly emerg

ing order of globalized flexible accumulation. As 1960s rebels, we had 
thought of ourselves as rising up against the interlocking and claustro
phobic system of social determinations that dominated contemporary 
corporate America-a vision that was embodied most famously in Herbert 

Marcuse's One Dimensional Man (1964). Most of us would probably have 
agreed with J iirgen Habermas that in contemporary society the possibil
ity of human freedom was progressively threatened by an"escalating scale 
of continually expanded technical control over nature and a continually 
refined administration of human beings and their relations to each other 

by means of social organization" (Habermas 1973, 254 ). During the 1960s, 
both as political radicals and as participants in the counterculture, we en
thusiastically attempted to deny, by our own willful actions, some of the 
oppressive determinisms of the corporate social order. And when, a few 
years or a decade later, we revolted against the positivist research strategies 
of social history and undertook studies of the cultural construction of the 
social world, I think we obscurely felt ourselves to be freeing historical 
scholarship (and, vicariously, freeing ourselves) from a mute social and 
economic determinism that was incapable of recognizing human creativ
ity. I can testify that it certainly felt liberating. 

But in retrospect our efforts seem to have been politically out of phase 
with socioeconomic realities. Our attack on the latent Fordism of social 
history was launched only at the time when the Fordist system of social 
regulation was itself entering into a deep and fatal crisis. The intensity and 

radicalism of this attack was heightened by a cresting wave of academic 
feminism, based on a political movement that remained vital long after the 
other 1960s movements had subsided, and that had its own epistemic 

40. I owe this point to the comments of Moishe Postone on an earlier version of this chapter. 
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scores to settle with determinist thinking. Thus, cultural historians were 
kicking down the door of Fordist social determinisms at the moment when 
such determinisms-Habermas's systematic ''administration of human 

beings and their relations to each other by means of social organization"
were collapsing. In the far more anarchic social world that was emerging, 
relations between human beings were increasingly determined by market 

forces rather than by systematic administration; social organization of the 
Fordist sort was being restructured into networks of entrepreneurial ac
tors; and economic production-given the growing significance of design, 
advertising, and the entertainment industry-itself was increasingly be

coming a play of signifiers (although decidedly not a free play). Thus the 
explicit or latent oppositional politico-cultural project of the former 1960s 
intellectuals who undertook the cultural turn was not entirely appropriate 
to the context in which it was occurring. 

There is, I think, nothing shameful about this admission. It was, after 

all, not until the late 1970s and the 1980s that even scholars who studied 
political economy began to argue that the economic troubles since 1973 be
tokened a major reshaping of capitalism rather than simply another itera
tion of the business cycle. 41 Such global economic restructurings take 

place piecemeal and are difficult to grasp until the pieces have begun to ar
ticulate into a system of some sort. It is only to be expected that those of 

us who were not experts on contemporary political economy would con
tinue to carry the old models around in our heads for some time. I believe 
I first began to realize that the very structure of the world economy might 
be undergoing radical transformations when I participated in discussions 
with John Urry and Bob Jessop in Ann Arbor in the late 1980s. Nor were 
the old models a bar to serious and politically responsible intellectual 
work. The late i97os and the 1980s was the era of feminism's most iritel
lectually far-reaching breakthroughs and of the widespread reception of 
Foucault's thought among historians. And Jurgen Habermas erected an 
entire-and justly influential-philosophical project during these same 
years based precisely on the Fordist assumption that the "lifeworld" was 
increasingly being colonized by the "system'' (Habermas 1984). Besides, 

Fordist social science was still alive and well in the 1970s and the early 
1980s even if the Fordist system of economic regulation was collapsing.42 

41. See Aglietta (1979), Boyer (1986), Gordon, Edwards, and Reich (1982), Jessop et al. 
(1988), Lash and Urry (1987), Lepietz (1987), Piore and Sabel (1984). 

42. George Steinmetz (forthcoming) has argued that Fordist sociology is still alive and well, 
if less dominating and self-confident than it once was. 
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The critique of abstracted empiricism and the development of interpretive 
methods were intellectually and politically necessary and remain so today. 

I want to make it absolutely clear that I remain a determined advocate 
of the cultural turn. But at the same time, I think it is essential to recog
nize that the cultural turn was also fueled, in ways we were essentially un
aware 0£ by a secret affinity with an emergent logic of capitalist develop
ment. Cultural history's tendency to celebrate the plasticity of all social 
forms made good political sense as a critique of Fordist social deter
minisms, but its critical force in the context of a capitalist regime of .flexi
ble accumulation is far less evident. Indeed, such a celebration indicates an 
unacknowledged and troubling complicity between the cultural turn and 
the emergence of contemporary .flexible forms of capitalism. Cultural his
tory's lack of interest in, indeed effective denial 0£ socioeconomic deter
minations seems to me potentially disabling in an era when such determi
nations are so evidently at work in the world, including, it would appear, 
in our own conceptualizations of historical process. Critical awareness of 
the potential complicities between contemporary forms of capitalism and 
a purely cultural history seems to me an essential condition of clearheaded 
and efficacious epistemological, methodological, and practical work in his
torical studies today. 

THE BRITISH AND FRENCH CASES 

Although I have remarked that both social history and the cultural history 
that has grown up to challenge it have been international phenomena, I 
have thus far focused my discussion of the political unconscious of cul
tural history entirely on the American case. But developments I have 
proposed as a crucial context of the cultural turn in American historical 
studies- the replacement of Fordist forms of macroeconomic and macro
social regulation by a new regime of ".flexible accumulation"-are global 
rather than strictly American phenomena. This might be taken to imply 
that there should be important similarities between historiographical de
velopments in the United States and elsewhere in the past thirty years. I 
shall attempt to show that there were indeed significant parallels in the 
British and French cases, in spite of important national differences in the 
timing, politics, and particular emphases of the cultural turns. 

The parallels between Britain and the United States have been strong, 
in historical thinking, politics, and political economy alike. The similari
ties in their recent political and political-economic histories are particu
larly obvious. Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan came to power only a 
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year apart-Thatcher in 1979 and Reagan in 1980. Both were jingoistic 
nationalists and economic neoliberals. They attacked labor unions and the 
welfare state, undertook privatization of previously public functions, and 
engaged in a massive campaign of economic "deregulation:' They blithely 
ignored the plight of the traditional industrial heartlands of their coun
tries: the American"rust belt" and the English industrial North, areas that 
were, not coincidentally; strongholds of the American Democratic and 
English Labour parties. Instead, their economic policies tilted toward the 
American "sun belt" and the English South-East, regions already more re
ceptive to the political right. Their "deregulation" policies encouraged 
the dominance of finance over industrial production. In both Britain and 
the United States, labor unions' power and membership declined precipi
tously, and welfare benefits, which had previously tended to expand under 
Conservatives and Republicans almost as much as under Labor inti De
mocrats, were systematically whittled away. In both countries, the regimes 
tirelessly repeated the pieties of neoliberalism-the importance of entre
preneurship, risk-taking, self-reliance, and free trade; the necessity of cut
ting costs to increase international competitiveness; the moral and eco
nomic dangers of welfare; the need for strong "financial incentives" to 
encourage capitalists to invest and innovate; the economic imperative of 
cutting taxes, especially of those in the top income brackets. 

Reagan and Thatcher, in other words, did everything they could to open 
up their countries to globalization and flexible accumulation. The cumu
lative effects-economic, social-structural, and ideological-were power
ful and enduring. In the course of the 1980s, London's City and New York's 
Wall Street became the twin command posts of globalized finance, and 
employment in the service sector grew rapidly while employment in man
ufacturing plummeted. The political consensus moved sharply to the right. 
Even after both Reagan and Thatcher passed from office, in 1988 and 1990, 
the opposition parties were unable to gain power until they had accepted 
much of the Reagan-Thatcher neoliberal package. In this sense, the election 
of Clinton in 1992 and Blair in 1997 can be seen as marking the consolida
tion of many of the right's gains, as a recognition of the neoliberal order as 
essentially unchallerigeable. It is significant that it was Clinton, not Rea
gan, who finally ended "welfare as we know it" in the United States, while 
his Treasury Secretary Robert Rubin presided benignly over the break
neck globalization and speculative financial bubble of the late 1990s. The 
remarkable similarities in the economies and politics of Britain and the 
United State_s in the 1980s and 1990s meant that their left ... Ieaning social 
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historians were certainly beset by similar challenges and pressures. It 
should not be surprising that they responded in roughly similar ways. 

The generation of British social historians who came of age intellectu

ally and politically in the 1960s were at least as leftist as American social 
historians of the same vintage, but their affinities tended to be much more 
explicitly Marxist and they were massively identified with the left wing 
of the Labour Party. Although they were much indebted to their British 
Marxist predecessors, members of this second generation of British social 
historians also established a certain distance from their elders. This can be 
seen, for example, in the foundation, in 1976, of History Workshop Journal 

and Social History, both managed by members of the 1960s generation. It 
was these journals, rather than Past and Present, that served as the second 

generation's major periodical outlets. Many members of this generation 
were deeply influenced as well by the influx of Althusserian and neo ... 
Althusserian"structural" Marxism in the later 1970s, a theoretical enthusi

asm certainly not shared by the founding generation of British Marxist 
historians, whose consistently humanist Marxism eschewed all forms of 
theoretical rigorism. This difference spawned a sharp polemic between the 

structural Marxists and Thompson, whose ferocious The Poverty of Theory 

( 1978) was aimed precisely at this tendency. 43 From the perspective of the 
1970s, British social history seemed both more theoretically combative and 
more solidly leftist than its American counterparts. 

Yet by the early l980s, the historiographical and theoretical winds in 
Britain seem to have shifted toward cultural history, just as they were do
ing in the United States. A useful marker of the shift is the publication in 

1983 of Gareth StedmanJones's long essay"Rethinking Chartism" in a vol
ume significantly entitled Languages of Class. In this essay Stedman Jones, 
whose earlier work had been impeccably Marxist and materialist, argued 
with considerable polemical fire that the political consciousness of the 

Chartists was determined far more by the linguistic tropes of preexisting 
oppositional discourse than by any supposed imperatives of class. The vec
tor of change toward cultural history was nicely registered in the pages of 
History Workshop Journal, as was the growing importance of feminism, 
which had a definite affinity with cultural history in Britain as in the United 
States. As early as 1980 (no. lo) there was an editorial urging attention to 
the issue of "Language and History:' In 1982 (no. 13) the journal's subtitle 
was changed from "A Journal of Socialist Historians" to ''A Journal of So-

43. For polemical critiques ofThompson, see Johnson (1978) and Anderson (1980). 
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cialist and Feminist Historians:' In the following issue Jeffrey Weeks, ~·pi
oneer in gay history, published an essay entitled "Foucault for Historians" 

(1982). This was followed in 1983 (no. 15) by an editorial on "Culture and 
Gender:' Ever since the early 1980s, History Workshop Journal has been a 
major forum for studies in cultural and feminist history, and for debates 
about the relationships of these new historical trends to social history. 

Although the journal has also retained a strong commitment to social 
history, the overall drift of topics and opinions in its pages has been strongly 
in the direction of cultural history. One might cite an editorial on "Sex and 
Gender" in 1996 (no. 41) which stated that"sex is at once both an imaginary 
object and a material reality;' but that its "disparate contents- composed of 
desires and fears, sources of status and reward, and of identity and mean
ing-have no necessary or essential unity. Their outline and apparent co
herence are, rather, the products of culture" (v). During the 1990s, two 
prominent members of the journal's editorial collective published articles 
assessing cultural history and giving their opinions about the correct ways 
forward-Raphael Samuel in his two-part article "Reading the Signs" in 
1991-92 (Samuel 1991, 1992) and Gareth Stedman Jones in''The Determin
ist Fix: Some Obstacles to the Further Development of the Linguistic 
Approach to History in the 1990s" (Stedman Jones 1996). There were also 
"features"-the journal's term for a set of related articles on a special 
theme-on ''Language and History" in 1989 (no. 27); on "Women's His
tory" (no. 35) and "Colonial and Post-Colonial History" (no. 36) in 1993i on 
"Culture and Politics of Postwar Consumption" in 1994 (no. 38 ); on "Spa
tial History: Rethinking the Idea of Place" in 1995 (no. 39); on"Colonial En
counters" in 1996 (no. 42); on "Identities" and on "Histories" in 1997 (no. 43); 
on "Psychoanalysis and History" in 1998 (no. 45); on ''Narratives, Memo

ries" in 1999 (no. 47); on"Dreams" in 1999 and 2000 (nos. 48 and 49); and 
on''Public Faces and Public Spaces" in 2001 (no. 51). Meanwhile, the edito
rial collective decided in 1995 (no. 39) to drop the subtitle 'f\. Journal of 
Socialist and Feminist Historians;' explaining that "the political conditions 
in which we work have changed almost out of recognition in the fourteen 
years since we last amended our mast-head:' There were now writers and 
editors, the editorial explained, "who-whatever their feelings of attach
ment to the ideas of socialism and feminism - prefer to define themselves 
by something else •••• It would possible to extend our subtitle to include 
some of the newer radicalisms on which we are drawing-gay and lesbian 
history, for instance, postcolonial history or the politics of the environment. 
We think it better for us to sail under our own colors, dispensing with any 
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attempt to find a shorthand expression for what we stand for" (iii). This 
multiplication of historians' radical identities recapitulates almost perfectly 
developments on the other side of the Atlantic. 

Social History, the chief competitor of History Workshop Journal, was about 
a decade later and somewhat more hesitant in its embrace of cultural his
tory. Its first entry into debates about the linguistic turn was a brief note in 
1989 by Thomas Patterson entitled "Post-structuralism, Post-modernism: 
Implications for Historians" (1989). In 1991 there was a review essay by 
David Mayfield on "Language and Social History" and in 1992 Mayfield 
and Susan Thorne published a polemic against Gareth Stedman Jones's 
Languages of Class. This essay led to a veritable donnybrook, featuring 
Patrick Joyce, repeatedly (1993, 1995, 1996), Mayfield and Thorne (1993), 
Jon Lawrence and Miles Taylor (1993),James Vernon (1994), Neville Kirk 
(1994), and Geoff Eley and Keith Nield (1995). But meanwhile, Social His

tory also began to publish programmatic articles on cultural history that 
were not involved in the mutual bloodletting set off by Mayfield and 
Thorne: Anthony Easthope's "Romancing the Stone: History Writing and 
Rhetoric" (1993); Carolyn Steedman's "Bimbos from Hell" (1994); Miguel 
Cabrera's "Linguistic Approach or Return to Subjectivism? In Search of an 
Alternative to Social History" (1999); James Epstein's "Spatial Practices/ 
Democratic Vistas" (1999); and Antoinette Burton's "Thinking Beyond 
Boundaries: Empire, Feminism and the Domains of History" ( 2001 ). Social 

History, true to its title, registered a certain resistance to the rise of cultural 
history, but as the new millennium dawned, it seemed to have made its 
peace with the new trends. 44 Indeed, Raphael Samuel's remark about His

tory Workshop Journal in 1991 would have been equally apt as a description 
of Social History in the late l99os:"The labour process, a dominating con-

44. My guess is that HW] registered the trend toward cultural history more quickly than So
cial History because it was edited by a sizeable collective that from the outset included a number 
of women (four of ten in 1976, seven of seventeen in 1986, seven of nineteen in 1996, and nine of 
twenty-one in 2002), whereas Social History has had the same two editors, Janet Black.man and 
Keith Nield, from the beginning. The HW] editorial collective clearly engaged in regular dis
cussions and arguments about the contents and intellectual directions of the journal, which 
meant that new topics and perspectives were aired frequently. And the presence of a substantial 
number of women in the collective-quite a remarkable fact in 1976-meant that feminism, 
which articulated the most radical challenges to social history's orthodoxy in the 1980s, was 
amply represented. Editorial decisions at Social History, edited by only two people, were not sub
ject to the same kind of freewheeling, ever-renewed debate. And although one of Social History's 
editors was a woman, its editorial board had a proportionally smaller female contingent than did 

HW]'s collective, and one that did not rise over time-four of fifteen in 1976, three of eighteen 
in 1986, three of fourteen in 1996, and three of fifteen in 2003. 



TH E P 0 LI TI CAL UN C 0 N S CI 0 US 0 F S 0 CI A L H I ST 0 RY 67 

cern in early issues of HW] ... has all but disappeared from our pages, 
while issues of representation and the politics of identity-body politics 

in particular-have increasingly come to the fore" (Samuel 1991, 97). 

Historiographical developments in Britain were not identical to those 
in the United States. The turn to cultural history seems to have begun 
about a half-decade later and the resistance put up by social historians was 
more intense. It is my sense that"social history" remains a stronger iden
tity among historians in the Britain than in the United States, even among 
those working on questions of culture and identity formation. Class, 
which has virtually ceased to be a major theme in American historical 
studies, remains much more prominent in Britain. It has long seemed to 
me that class has the same sort of enduring cultural prominence in daily 
life and politics in Britain that race has in the United States; even eigh
teen years ofThatcherism and the collapse of the power of the British trade 

unions have not managed to take problems of class off the agendas;\of 
politicians or historians. But in spite of these differences, it is the parallels 

that are most striking. Political, economic, and social changes strikingly 
similar to those in the United States have accompanied strikingly similar 

changes in historiographies. This makes it at least strongly plausible that 
the story I have told about the American case might have some validity for 
Britain as well. 

Developments in France-historiographical, political, and economic
have differed substantially from those in the United States and Britain. 
Ever since the immediate postwar period, French intellectuals and aca

demics had been predominantly on the left; Marxist sympathies were 
common, and the French Communist Party made up a solid if always 
minority block in the French electorate. The leftist uprisings of May and 

June 1968 were probably the most dramatic political upheaval of the 1960s 
in any of the Western democratic countries, and agitation by a swarm of 

leftist groupuscules (grouplets)-most of them Trotskyist, anarchist, or 
Maoist- continued sporadically for the next few years. But by the later 
1970s, the left was in retreat. The revolutionary fervor of 1968 burned it
self out, leaving little institutional trace behind. The Communists, who 
had been only reluctant participants in the movements of 1968, were 
further tarnished by their lingering Stalinism in an era when reformist 
"Eurocommunism" seemed to be on the agenda elsewhere in Europe. 

Moreover, the publication of Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn's The Gulag Archipel
ago touched off a wave of revulsion against both Communism and Marx
ism among French intellectuals that was unmatched elsewhere in Europe. 
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This collapse of the moral fortunes of Marxism in France provided an im

portant context for the widespread reception of Jean-Fran~ois Lyotard's 
announcement of the crisis of "grand narrative" or "metanarrative" in 

philosophy ([1979] 1984). 
But electoral politics took a very different turn than they did in the 

United States and Britain. In 1981 Fran~ois Mitterand, a Socialist, was 
elected president of France and there was a brief effiorescence of leftist 

hopes. However, it became clear within a few years that the French So
cialists were heavily constrained by world economic forces and would be 

unable to accomplish much of their program. In the late 1970s and the 
1980s, France experienced significant de-industrialization and a sharp fall 
in union membership; it could not help being subject to economic global

ization and to the financialization of its economy. Nevertheless, Mit
terand's possession of the presidency until 1995 meant that neoliberalism 
advanced far more hesitantly in France than in the United States and 
Britain, and that it never attained the ideological high ground it achieved 
under Reagan and Thatcher. The French welfare state, for example, re
mained more or less intact, and has remained so even under Jacques Chirac, 
Mitterand's Gaullist successor. Moreover, the most striking economic re
forms in France were increased integration into the European Union; al
though there was a significant amount of deregulation and freeing of 
restraints on trade, these were carried out as much by initiatives coming 
from "Brussels" as by the French state. Full-scale Fordism disappeared in 
France, as it did elsewhere during the 1970s; indeed, it was the French "reg
ulationist" school of economists who initially introduced the notion of 
Fordism and its supercession (Aglietta 1979; Boyer 1986; Lepietz 1987 ). 
But the continued influence of center-left politics in France and its full
scale participation in the European Union meant that the impact of Ford
ism's decline was both moderated in fact and made less ideologically 
prominent than in the United States and Britain. 

Against this political and economic background, historiographical 
development in France had different contents and different rhythms than 
in the United States and Britain. The French were actually pioneers in the 

development of cultural history, in part because cultural history over
lapped considerably with the "history of mentalities" that had been part 
of the Annales' repertoire ever since the time of Marc Bloch and Lucien 
Febvre (Burguiere 1983). The history of mentalites was a form of cultural 

history, but mentalites implied attitudes and customs that were essentially 
unconscious, that tended to be highly resistant to change, and that were re-
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garded as intimately attached to highly durable social structures."Me.,ntal
ite" therefore had a different set of connotations than "culture" came to 
have in the course of the 1970s. Cultural history has been an area of growth 
in France since the publication, in 1975, of Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie's 
Montaillou, an "ethnographic" study of a Cathar village in the Pyrenees in 
the Middle Ages that became a runaway bestseller. That Le Roy Ladurie 
had previously been an advocate and practitioner of quantitative history 
and was widely regarded as the intellectual leader of the Annales' third 
generation made his cultural turn particularly influential. But other im
portant works of cultural history were already well into gestation by the 
time Montaillou was published (Ozouf 1976; Furet 1978, 1981; Agulhon 
1979) and the momentum of cultural history has been sustained right 
through the 1980s and into the l99os.45 

The turn to cultural history, however, far from provoking criticism 
from social historians of the Annales school, seems to have been accepted 
more or less without incident. This may in part have been because cultural 
history in France seems to have lacked altogether the political charge it had 
in the United States and Britain. Its pioneers were not the 1960s genera
tion, but historians like Le Roy Ladurie, Agulhon, Furet, and Ozouf, who 
came of age politically in the 1940s and 1950s under the influence of the 
Communist Party. Indeed, one might speculate that historical works de
voting such loving attention to what they would once have disdained as the 
"superstructure" marked a completion of their break from Communism. 
Moreover, cultural history in France lacked the familiar radicalizing link 
with feminism; indeed, feminism has failed to establish much of a foothold 
at all in the French historical profession-or, indeed, in French intellec
tual life in general. Nor has post-structuralism-in spite of its French ori
gins-garnered many followers among historians in France. Even Roger 
Chartier, one of the most innovative and theoretically wide-ranging of 
the French cultural historians, is extremely critical of what he calw1'the 

American linguistic turn" (1997, 4).46 In any case, the link between political 
radicalism and cultural history that was so palpable among American and 
British historians seems to have been entirely absent in the French case. 
Probably the most celebrated products of French cultural history in the 
1980s were those consolidating Fran\'.ois Furet's conservative interpreta-

45. Among the most notable developments of the I980s and I990S have been Alain Corbin's 
work on the cultural history of the human sensorium (I982, I994, I995) and Roger Chartier's 
studies of reading practices in Early Modern France (I987, I988, I995)• 

46. For an explication and critique of Chartier's position see Sewell (I998). 
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tion of the political culture of the French Revolution (e.g., Furer and Ozouf 
1988; Furer 1988) and Pierre Nora's Les lieux de memoire, a gigantic and rather 
incoherent yet bestselling three-volume, seven-part collaborative project 
on French collective memory, whose only discernible valence, political or 
otherwise, is one of generalized nostalgia (Nora 1984-92, 1996-98). 

The sense of nostalgia captured by Nora and his collaborators is worth 
pausing over. Nora claims in his introduction that the French have recently 
lost what was once a palpable identification with their history. ''A world 
that once contained our ancestors has become a world in which our rela
tion to what made us is merely contingent. Totemic history has become 
critical history •••• We no longer celebrate the nation, but we study the na
tion's celebrations" (Nora 1996, 1:7 ). This loss of identification with the 
past is a consequence, Nora intimated, of a lack of confidence in the future. 
"Just as the future-once a visible, predictable, manipulable, well-marked 
extension of the present-has come to seem invisible, so have we gone 
from the idea of a visible past to one of an invisible past ...• Given to us as 
radically other, the past is a world from which we are fundamentally cut 
off:' Yet, paradoxically, "distance requires rapprochement to counteract 
its effects and give it emotional resonance. Never have we longed more for 
the feel of mud on our boots, for the terror that the devil inspired in the 
year looo, or for the stench of an eighteenth-century city" (12). It was pre
cisely this nostalgic sense of connection with an irretrievably lost past 
that Nora and his dozens of collaborators in Les lieux de memoire offered 
to their apparently insatiable French readers. Nor is this the only instance 
of cultural history in France catering to a palpable sense of nostalgia. From 
Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie's romantic identification with the free life 
of Pyrenean shepherds in Montaillou (1975) to Alain Corbin's evocation of 
nineteenth-century village church bells in Les cloches de la terre (1995), 

French readers have had plenty of opportunities to imagine the feel of 
French mud clinging to their boots. 

Nostalgia is never a politically neutral emotion. Neither Nora, Le Roy 
Ladurie, nor Corbin are nostalgic conservatives in the usual sense; my 
guess would be that all three vote Socialist rather than Gaullist. Indeed, 
the nostalgia in Les lieux de memoire is above all for the nineteenth- and 
twentieth-century nationalist republican project, one that believed in pro
gress, sacralized the French Revolution, and trusted the rationality and 
progressive thrust of the centralized French state. Even though the long 
presidency of Frans:ois Mitterand helped to shelter France from some of 
the most wrenching effects of globalization, neoliberalism, and flexible ac-
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cumulation, the worldwide political and economic restructuring that 
began in 1973 has had important effects in France too. Indeed, irt some re
spects the effects there have been particularly psychologically devastating. 
In America the personal pain of economic restructuring is compensated 
for by global economic and political dominance. The "new world order" 
may impose all sorts of discomforts on Americans, but its economic, po
litical, and military affairs are coordinated above all from Wall Street and 
Washington, and Americans, whether on the left or on the right, have the 
sense that they are living at the center of contemporary history. And the 
British, although clearly subordinated to the Americans, have managed to 
use their command of the world's leading language of business and poli
tics, the residue of international connections that remained from their 
own period of imperial glory, and the financial power and knowhow of 
London's City to play a role almost equal to the Americans in the manage
ment of the world's financial system. 

For the French, psychological compensations are harder to find. :they 
speak the previous international language, and can be excused for .feeling 
resentful about the switch to English. The French Republic, which still 
seemed potentially in danger as late as 1968, now seems utterly secure, and 
struggles on its behalf, which had defined the French left ever since 1792, 
have now been firmly consigned to history. In this sense, Frans:ois Furet 
was right to pronounce, in 1978, that"the French Revolution is over" (1978, 
1981, esp. l-17 ). Moreover, it has been as much the remote European bu
reaucracy in Brussels as the French state that determines French responses 
to the challenges of economic globalization and flexible accumulation. The 
state-long regarded as the prime mover of French social life-has in
creasingly been reduced to the role of carrying out the local management 
of decisions taken by the European Union.47 In short, in this most insis
tently and consistently political of all Western countries, politics, since the 
1970s, has gradually been drained of drama and content. It is not hard to 
see why the French, including French historians, are increasingly reduced 
to nostalgia-for the good old days of intense political struggle and for the 
feel of mud on the boots. As Jacques Revel has pointed- out, what the 
French public now wants from history is "no longer lessons, precedents, or 
ways of understanding the present but, rather, a refuge against the uncer-

47. Germany, the other former European great power, had its defining historical trauma in 
World War II. I think it is fair to say that simply achieving a"normal" quiet democratic regime, 
in which the biggest issues are settled in Washington or Brussels, feels much more satisfactory 
to Germans than it does to the French. 
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tainties of the moment:' History, he says, has become "an exotic realm, 

a retrospective utopia" (1995, 34). Only a renewed political project, with a 
renewed source of political critique, is likely to change this situation. But 
the Annales, which from the beginning has maintained the strictest politi
cal neutrality, may not be the obvious venue for the development of a po
litically relevant historical project. 

This is not to say that French historians have been entirely spared the 
intellectual redefinitions and struggles that have characterized recent 
American and British historical discourse. Although the Annales has 
lacked the polemics between social and cultural history that have taken 
place in English-language journals, French historians have also found 
themselves in an epistemological and historiographical crisis. The key 
provocation seems to have come from Frans:ois Dosse's f;histoire en miettes, 

a book published in 1987 that was highly critical of the Annales school, 
especially for ignoring politics and political history. The title, which means 
"history in crumbs" or"the crumbling of history;' implied that the Annales 
school has lost all cohesion and sense of direction.48 In 1988, the editors 
of the Annales responded (in typical French academic fashion, without 
naming Dosse or his book) that it was true that the current social science 
paradigms-they mention Marxism, structuralism, and quantification
,, are losing their structuring capacity" and that "multiform developments 
in research •.. render unacceptable the implicit consensus which assumed 
the unity of the social by identifying it with the real" (Les Annales 1989, 

291). While denying that history was in crisis, and characterizing the re
cent denunciation of the Annales as"lazy;' the editors admitted that history 
was in the midst of what they delicately termed a "critical turn;' and an
nounced that a special issue of the journal would soon be published to be
gin an assessment of the state of things (192-93). 

When the special issue appeared the next year, the editors, under the 
title "History and Social Sciences: Let Us Attempt the Experiment;' called 
for a thorough rethinking of the assumptions and categories of historical 
research. They argued strenuously that work in the Annales tradition had 
been seriously marred by the reification of social categories. "Social ob
jects;' they insisted, "are not things endowed with properties, but ensem
bles of changing interrelations, within configurations in constant adapta
tion" (Les Annales 1989, 1319 ). Rather than writing the history of pre-given 

48. The English translation, however, was misleadingly entitled New History in France: The 
Triumph of the Annales, leaving out any hint of the book's critical agenda (Dosse 1994). 
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social categories, they argued that historians should be writing the history 

of the emergence and change of the categories: "The processes by ~hich 
actors redefine continually the organization of the social, by means oTboth 

what they think they are doing and what they are unaware they are do
ing-it is these processes that form the very object of history" (1320 ). 

Such was also the main theme of Les formes de ['experience: Une autre his, 
toire sociale. (Forms of Experience: A Different Social History). This col
lection of methodological essays, most of them written by study directors 
at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes, was edited by Bernard Lepetit, the editor

in-chief (secretaire de la redaction) of the Annales (Lepetit l995a). It was 
clearly intended as a critique of the Annales heritage and an elaboration of 

a new collective historiographical position.49 Although Lepetit and his col
laborators embraced the designation "social history;' he insisted that"soci

ery" must be seen not as an ontological reality but merely as "a category of 
social practice:"'Social identities or social bonds;' as he puts it,"have no na

ture, only usages" (Lepetit l995b, 13). Lepetit proposed that a"new coher
ence'' of the proposed Annales program be built around the notion of 
"accord" (16). This concept was borrowed from the work of the French 
sociologists Luc Boltanski and Laurent Thevenot, whose action-centered 
sociology assumes that individuals are competent participants in"multiple 
worlds" with varying and sometimes contradictory normative orders. 

They see social order as being produced by actors, who, drawing on their 
multiple competences, establish "accords" in the course of their inter

actions with other actors. What sociologists have typically thought of as 
"social structures" or"institutions" are redefined by Boltanski and Theve
not as "accords" or, alternatively"conventions"-that is, as contingent out
comes of ongoing strategic interactions (1987, 1990 ). History, under this 
new sociological dispensation, should become the history of the forma

tion, mutation, and disappearance of such accords or conventions. 
In addition to embracing the action sociology of Boltanski and 

Thevenot, the Annales historians who are attempting to rethink the)t dis-
"r'b. 

cipline have shown a keen interest in microhistory. Microhistory as a self-

conscious historiographical movement is an Italian invention. The best
known work in the genre is probably Carlo Ginzburg's The Cheese and the 
Worms, a study of the cosmology of a heretical sixteenth-century miller 

49. This is made clear in Lepetit's introduction (I995b). Lepetit, who seems to have been the 

leading spirit in this burst of epistemological reexamination, met an untimely death in a traffic 

accident shortly after the publication of this book. 
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(1980 ). But, as Edoardo Grendi, another prominent Italian microhisto
rian, argues, the movement is quite diverse in its intellectual styles and its 
epistemic objects (1996). Ginzburg, he points out, is mainly interested in 
micro-reconstructions of cultural relations (see also Ginzburg 1983), while 
others, including Giovanni Levi (1988), are more interested in micro
reconstructions of social relations. Giovanni Levi points out that micro
history arose within the Italian left in the 1970s and 1980s, a period of 
"crisis for the prevailing optimistic belief that the world would be rapidly 
and radically transformed along revolutionary lines" (Levi 1991, 94). The 
micro historians, according to Levi, turned away from the "great Marxist or 
functionalist systems" by reducing the scale of their observation of histor
ical processes so as to obtain"a more realistic description of human behav
ior." They saw social action as "the result of an individual's constant nego
tiation, manipulation, choices and decisions in the face of a normative 
reality which, though pervasive, nevertheless offers many possibilities for 
personal interpretations and freedoms" (95 ). It was only by excavating very 
local histories and recounting them in exquisite detail that this limited but 
real human social freedom could be demonstrated, or, for that matter, that 
the true nature of social constraints could be understood. Although micro
history has been most fully developed in Italy, the fascination for reduction 
of scale and elaboration of very local historical detail has been an inter
national phenomenon during the era of the cultural turn, with notable ex
amples in France, the United States, England, and Germany alike. 50 

An example of the Annales historians' engagement with microhistory 
was a seminar on "microhistory and the microsocial;' which brought to
gether historians and anthropologists at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes en 
Sciences Sociales in the early 1990s, and which gave rise to a book entitled 
]eux d'echelles: La micro-analyse a l'experience (Scales in Play: An Experiment 
in Micro-analysis) (Revel l996a). The significance of this effort is under
lined by the fact that it was edited by Jacques Revel-editor-in-chief of 
the Annales from 1975 to 1980, and a long-time member of its editorial com
mittee, who in 1996 was president of the EHESS-and also contains a 
contribution by Bernard Lepetit, then the Annales editor-in-chie£ The book's 
chapters consist of papers initially presented at the seminar and revised 
after extended discussion, together with contributions by the Italian micro
historians Giovanni Levi and Edoardo Grendi; it is therefore very much a 

50. See Le Roy Ladurie (1975), Farge (1986), Darnton (1983), Davis (1983), Sabean (1984), 

Steedman (1986), Ludtke (1995). 
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collective product.51 Microhistory, it seems clear, fits perfectly the Annales 
historians' current concern-obsession, almost-with dereification of 
categories. As Revel puts it in his introduction, the"primary merit" of mi .. 
croanalysis is that it "helps us to grasp better the entanglement of social 
logics- and also to resist the temptation to reify actions and relations and 
the categories that enable us to think them" (Revel 1996b, 13). The hope is 
that by returning to the smallest social units and studying them in detail, 
it will be possible to grasp the logic of social processes in general. "The wa .. 
ger of microsocial analysis-its experimental choice, if you wish-is that 
the most elementary experience, that of the small group, even the individ .. 
ual, is the most clarifying- because it is the most complex and because it 
is inscribed in the largest number of different contexts" (Revel 1996c, 30 ). 

Revel holds out the possibility that microhistory may, paradoxically, be the 
best way to understand even the most far .. flung and large .. scale processes. 
Micro history assumes "that each historical actor participates, directly or 
indirectly, in processes-and hence is inscribed in contexts-of variable 
dimensions and levels, from the most local to the most global. What the 

~' ~ 
experience of an individual, a group, or a space allows us to grasp is i·par .. 
ticular modulation of history as a whole" (26). As Revel sees it, at least, an 
interest in microhistory does not necessarily imply a retreat from, the An
nales' long .. standing goal of understanding big social processes. It might, 
rather, be a case of what the French call reculer pour mieux sauter- stepping 
back to take a better leap forward. But if Revel's formulation indicates a 
continued interest in global as well as local practices, it is not immediately 
clear precisely how microhistory will enable us to grasp large .. scale or 
global processes- such as the dynamics of capitalist development or inter
national military rivalries. 

Although Revel's version of a redefined Annales history retains the 
school's ambitions to a global and a total history- a history that embraces 
macro .. as well as microprocesses and attempts to integrate them into a ho .. 
listic account- nothing I have seen in the Ann ales' recent historiographi
cal debates indicates how such ambitions might actually be carried out. 
My own impression is that the current insistence on beginning with 
microprocesses, whether in the form of conventions arising from the in .. 
teraction of Boltanski and Thevenot's competent actors or Italian-style 

51. It is interesting that three of the five historians who participated in the seminar (Simone 

Cerutti, Maurizio Gribaudi, and Sabina Loriga) were Italians who teach at the EHESS. The 
others were Revel and Lepetit. 



CHAPTER 'I'WO 

microhistory, leaves the dynamics of large,scale social processes effectively 
out of reach. Here I would concur with the judgment of Gareth Stedman 

Jones, in his astute review of Les formes de l'experience: 

The danger of a view of history that not only rejects the role of the economy 

or other forms of structural determination, but also substitutes for the reg, 

ularities of discourse the creativity of idiolects and the microscopic varieties 

of situational semantics is that the resulting ensemble will be too boneless 

to fulfill the rudimentary requirements of historical explanation. Too great 

an emphasis upon the resources and competence of actors in the face of 

structures, and too insistent a focus upon the freedom offered by their lim~ 

inal location between contradictory belief systems, can lead to the disap~ 

pearance from view of a whole range of historical phenomena to which this 

voluntaristic approach offers little guidance. (Stedman Jones 2002, 103) 

As I see it, what history needs is a means of grasping the ongoing dialectic 
between small,scale and large,scale processes. The current thinking at the 
Annales seems to have worked out only one half of this necessary dialectic. 

It is too early to know whether the Annales school's redefinition of the 
object and methods of history will have a major effect on the way histori, 
cal research is carried out in France. As is often the case in attempts to the, 

orize practices of social research, the new theorization may be primarily 
a self,conscious codification and formulation of practices already in use 
rather than an effort to blaze a genuinely new trail. But it certainly is clear 
that French historians have not escaped the rash of theoretical argumen, 

tation and reassessment that has swept through the historical profession 
in the United States and Britain. The timing has been later-mainly in the 
1990s rather than the 198os-and the issues have been different as well: 
the turn to cultural history seems not to have caused much disquiet, and 
Annales historians, even if their work is largely on cultural issues, continue 
to identify themselves unproblematically as social historians. Nor have the 
French debates carried the political valences so palpable in Britain and 
the United States. Yet, despite these differences, the French case seems con, 
sonant with much of the interpretation I elaborated in my consideration 

of American developments. The rise of a cultural history more attuned to 
nostalgia than to identity politics makes sense as a response to the partic, 
ular French experience of post,Fordism. And the widespread retreat from 
grand narrative and reified historical processes, although it took a differ, 
ent form in France than in the British and American cases, is certainly fa, 

miliar. The turn to Boltanski and Thevenot's sociology of action and to the 
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techniques of microhistory evince the same distrust of structural think
ing, the same desire to reconstruct historical reasoning from the bottom 
up, as the American and British cultural turns-or as, in a very di.ffer~ht 

,.. 
mode, social network methodology, rational choice analysis, or microeco-
nomics in American sociology, political science, and economics. What 
Jacques Revel observed about historians in the late 1970s and the 1980s 
seems to hold for thinkers all across the human sciences and on both sides 
of the Atlantic: "The doubts that ••• spread through our societies, con
fronted as they were by forms of crises that they could not comprehend, 
nor even, in many cases, describe, has certainly contributed to the diffusion 
of a conviction that the project of an overall intelligibility of the social had 
to be, at least provisionally, put in brackets" (Revel l996c, 18). The disar
ticulation and gradual recomposition of the world political .. economic or
der between the early 1970s and the 1990s seems to have dissolved what 
had previously been taken as the axiomatic solidity of social and economic 
structures. It has left social scientists, historians included, scrambling to 
rebuild their epistemologies, ontologies, and methods of work from the 
bottom up. 

But as I see it, the rethinking of historical concepts and methods, in all 
its national variants, has tended to suffer from a common defect. It has re
treated from macro-causation in general and from consideration of the dy
namics of capitalism in particular-and has done so during the very time 
when the dynamics of capitalism have demonstrated a renewed ability to 
disrupt profoundly and re.figure fundamentally our own social, political, 
and cultural lives. More disturbingly, the particular form of the historians' 
retreat- their new passion for the small, the local, the elementary, the cul
turally constructed- appears, for all its intellectual excitement, to share a 
certain logic with the processes of deregulation and ever-rising economic 
flexibility characteristic of contemporary capitalism. The conclusion I 
reached on the basis of my largely autobiographical reflections about the 
American case seems to me essentially valid for the British and French cases 
as well. To do clearheaded and efficacious work in historical studies todhy, 

.-
we must develop a critical awareness of the potential complicities between 
current forms of thought and current forms of capitalist social relations. 

TOWARD A RECONSTITUTION OF THE SOCIAL 

Precisely what the implications of such a critical awareness might amount 
to is, of course, a matter for discussion and debate. I would submit that 
American cultural historians need to reconsider the consequences of our 
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general abandonment of social history. As I have stated above, cultural his
tory in the United States generally displaced social history without much 
argument, largely because so many social historians, myself included, had 
themselves taken the cultural turn and therefore put up no intellectual 
resistance. Yet some of social history's virtues remain as important as ever. 
For example, its insistence on examining the experiences of ordinary 
people seems highly relevant in the context of sharply rising economic and 
political inequality in the contemporary world. Our turn away from the 
poor and disadvantaged was overdetermined, a consequence at once of our 
growing historiographical preference for rich textual sources and of dis
appointing political defeats of popular movements we had sympathized 
with-for example, first-world labor movements put on the defensive 
by the flight of industrial production to the periphery and third-world 
peasant movements wiped out by the global marginalization of peasant 
agriculture. But shouldn't the continued worsening of inequality in the 
present spark our sympathies for and curiosity about the processes of dis
possession and the experiences of the dispossessed, both in the present 
and in the past? 

Likewise, social history's claim that quantitative methods were an in
dispensable addition to the historian's toolkit continues to make sense. 
This is true for the familiar reason that quantification gives us important 
and unique forms of access to the historical experiences of otherwise un
documented categories of people. But an ability to manipulate numerical 
evidence seems particularly relevant in a moment like the present, when 

the world is being rapidly transformed by seemingly anonymous and un
planned structural shifts that cannot be recognized, let alone explicated, 
without recourse to some serious counting. Examples would be the rapid 
displacement of manufacturing by "service" industries in contemporary 
European and American cities, a change that has transformed the nature 
of both "working classes" and "elites;' or the astounding rise of trading in 
monetary futures, which has made it possible for entire countries, like In
donesia in i998 or Argentina in 20021 to be plunged into sudden poverty as 
a result of currency speculation in the metropoles of world capitalism. The 
undeniable value of numerical assessments for grasping such fundamental 
processes in the present ought to make us suspect that quantitative meth
ods might be useful for grasping historical transformations in the past as 
well. 

Finally, social history always insisted that socioeconomic structures and 
processes mattered deeply. In the heady 1960s or the confusing and con-
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tradictory 1970s, it seemed possible to imagine that the idea of economic 
determinism had been an illusion. But the last two decades have made it 
clear that we are in the grip of a powerful reordering of world capitalism 
and that changes in economic forms and forces have had an immense im
pact on contemporary life. This certainly doesn't mean that we should re
turn to some crude notion of economic determinism- after all, the world
wide economic transformation itself was crucially shaped by discursive 
changes in economic and political ideologies and imaginaries. But it cer
tainly should reanimate the question of how both present and past life, 
worlds are related to forms of production, exchange, and economic gover
nance. For all these reasons, social history-in some form-seems as 
essential as ever. 

There is reason to think that I am not alone in this opinion; as usual, my 
own changes of mind seem to be more or less in tune with the thinking of 
other American historical scholars. Lynn Hunt, who seems to have a pecu, 
liar genius for sniffing out changes in the historians' Zeitgeist, recently ed, 
ited, with Victoria Bonnell, a new stock-taking collection of essays entitled 
Beyond the Cultural Turn: New Directions in the Study of Society and C¥-lture. 
Published exactly a decade after Hunt's collection on The New Cultuf1fl His
tory, which celebrated historians' embrace of culture, Beyond the Cultural 
Turn is rather more ambivalent. Bonnell and Hunt point out in their intro, 
ductory essay that the authors represented in the collection, who "have 
all been profoundly influenced by the cultural turn;' nevertheless"refuse to 
accept the obliteration of the social that is implied by the most radical 
forms of culturalism or post,structuralism. The status or meaning of the 
social may be in question •.• but life without it has proved impossible" 
(Bonnell and Hunt 1999, l~). A similar shift seems to be signaled by a 
change in the human sciences' leading buzzword- from "postmodernism" 
in the late 1980s and early 1990s to"globalization" in the late 1990s and early 
2000s. Both"postmodernism" and"globalization" may be impossibly vague 
terms, and they may often he pointing at more or less the same set of very 
heterogeneous phenomena. But the shift from a term with basically epis, 
temological meanings to one with substantive historical meanings seems to 
me another manifestation of a latent desire for a return to more social or 
socioeconomic interpretations of the contemporary predicament. 

But if social history needs to be revived, I don't believe this is possible 
without substantially reinventing it. Neither I nor others who share my 
views advocate a return to social history as it was practiced in the 1970s. I 
have no desire to revive the "new social history's" uncritical objectivism, its 
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presumptive preference for quantitative data, its default economic deter
minism, or its blindness to questions of meaning. I continue to believe, as 

I did in the 1970s, that the cultural turn is in itself an immensely positive 
intellectual development for historical studies. But existing cultural or lin
guistic models have so far proved inadequate to the intellectual challenges 
posed by worldwide capitalist structural transformation. The pressing and 

difficult task facing us in the present, as I see it, is to regain a more robust 
sense of the social, but to do so precisely on the richer and more supple 
epistemological terrain opened up by the cultural turn. In this essay I have 
focused on diagnosis, on probing and characterizing our current historio
graphical condition. The remainder of this book, by demonstrating the 

compatibility of structural thinking with an emphasis on culture, contin
gency, and agency, attempts to respond to this looming historiographical 
challenge-by providing a theoretical language transcending the antin
omy of social and cultural history. 
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THREE TEMP 0 RALITIE S 

Toward an Eventful Sociology 

H istorical approaches have made important strides in American soci
ology over the last three decades. Through most of the 1960s, sociol

ogy in the United States was utterly dominated by research on contempo
rary America. But the civil rights and antiwar movements made graduate 
students trained in the 1960s and early 1970s far more interested than their 
elders in questions of social change. Rather than seeking timeless laws of 
the operation of American society-which was implicitly equated with 
society in general-a new generation began to ask how the world's differ
ent societies have been transformed under the impact of capitalism and 
Western domination. The ideas pioneered by such intrepid historical ex
plorers as Barrington Moore (1966), Charles Tilly (1964), and Immanuel 
Wallerstein (1974a) were consequently taken up by scores of young sociol
ogists in the 1970s and 198os.1 

By the early 1980s, historical sociology was recognizable as a major 
node of growth in the profession. Its prominence has been institutional-

A shorter version of this chapter was published with the same title in The Historic Turn in the 

Human Sciences, ed. Terrence J. McDonald. Copyright© 1996 by the University of M~chigan 
Press; reprinted with the permission of the University of Michigan Press. I would like to thank 
Nick Dirks, Larry Griffen, and Sherry Ortner for valuable comments on earlier versions of this 
chapter. 

1. My contention that sociology's historic turn had its origin in a particular moment of do
mestic and world politics is corroborated by the fact that the work of such liberal historical so
ciologists as Reinhard Bendix (19s6, 1964) and Neil Smelser (19s9) has had far less influence on 
the current generation than that of Moore, Tilly, and Wallerstein. For an interesting autobio
graphical account of the impact of 1960s politics on a young sociologist, see Theda Skocpol 
(1988-89). 
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ized by the formation of two historically inclined official sections of the 
American Sociological Association (ASA): a Comparative Historical So
ciology Section, which a sociologist friend aptly characterizes as "left 
Weberian;' and a Political Economy of the World System Section, which 
is predominately Wallersteinian. 2 Although it is unlikely that historical 
approaches will ever become dominant in the discipline, their growing 
prominence has significantly changed the contours of American sociology. 

The leading manifestos and programmatic statements of historical so
ciologists have generally been concerned with methodological issues and 
above all with comparative method (e.g., Stinchcombe 1978; Skocpol and 
Somers 1980; Skocpol 1984; Tilly 1984). The title"Comparative Historical 
Sociology;' adopted by the historical sociologists as the label for their ASA 
section, is emblematic: it places as much emphasis on comparative method 
as on historical subject matter. In this respect, historical sociologists reveal 
themselves to be in the mainstream of American sociology. By stressing 
comparative method, they participate eagerly in the discipline's obsessive 
concern to justify itself as a science. Comparative method, after all, is the 
standard alternative to mainstream statistical methods when the number 
of cases is insufficiently large. This mode of self-presentation has helped 
to make historical research acceptable to the rest of the profession. His
torical sociology, this rhetoric implies, poses no particular theoretical or 
epistemological threat; it is simply the sociology of the past, carried on by 
means as close as feasible to the sociology of the present. 

It is not hard to see why historical sociologists have been so self
conscious about method. After all, they have virtually always had to make 
careers in departments where they were surrounded by skeptical posi
tivists vigilantly on guard against humanistic tendencies. The emphasis on 
methodology has surely helped historical sociology to establish its secure 
beachhead in the profession. But it has also served to obscure some of the 
potentially radical implications of sociology's "historic turn" (Calhoun 
1996). I believe that historical sociology is now sufficiently secure to risk 
examining some of these implications in public. In this spirit, I will here 
attempt to spell out what I see as deep but as yet largely unvoiced chal
lenges that historical sociology poses to the disciplinary mainstream. 

2. I owe the"left Weberian" tag to Terry Boswell. At the beginning of its existence, the Com

parative Historical Sociology section of the ASA was explicitly Weberian in its orientation. Be
ginning in 1983, a new group of scholars seized control of the section and pointed it in the direc
tion of macropolitical sociology of the nation-state. It should be noted that some of the 

remaining sections of the ASA, especially those devoted to political sociology and cultural soci
ology, include many sociologists who do historical work. 



Until recently, few historical sociologists have had much to say about 
what makes their sociology historical. If historical sociology is merely the 
sociology of the past, it is valuable above all because it increases the avail

able number of data points. Many social processes require a significant pe
riod of time to work themselves out. If we investigate such processes only 
in the present, we not only risk studying incomplete sequences but greatly 
restrict the number of cases. But is history just a matter of more data 
points? Doesn't making sociology historical imply introducing ideas of 
temporality that are radically foreign to normal sociological thinking? 3 I 
maintain that the answer to this question depends on how temporality is 
conceptualized. The currently dominant modes of conceptualizing tem
porality in historical sociology-what I will call"teleological" and"experi
mental" temporality-minimize the challenge to mainstream sociology. 
But a third, currently subordinate, conceptualization-what I will call 
"eventful" temporality-is potentially much more subversive.4 I will argue 
that the dominant teleological and experimental concepts of temporality 
are seriously deficient, indeed actually fallacious, and that historical soci
ology needs to adopt the much more subversive eventful notion of tempo
rality, which sees the course of history as determined by a succession of 
largely contingent events. 

TELEOLOGICAL TEMPORALITY 

Sociology was born under the sign of teleology. The great nineteenth
century founders, for example, Comte, Marx, Durkheim, Spencer, and 
Tonnies, saw history as the temporal working out of an inherent logic of 
social development-from religious to metaphysical to scientific eras, from 
feudalism to capitalism to socialism, from mechanical to organic solidar
ity, or ever-increasing individuation, or from Gemeinschaft to Gesellschaft. For 
these social theorists, history was shaped by transhistorical progressive 
laws. The direction and meaning of history were a consequence not of the 
largely contingent events that made up the surface of history but of long
term, anonymous causal forces, of which particular historical events were 
at best manifestations. The waning of the nineteenth century's virtually 

3. Exceptions to sociologists' silence about this issue include Abbott (1988, 1991, zo01), Hall 
(1984), Aminzade (199z), and Griffin (1992, 1993). 

4. The term" eventful" is an Anglicization of the French evenementiel. The term his to ire evene
mentielle was used widely by French historians of the Annales school, but it is particularly asso
ciated with Fernand Braudel, who contrasted histoire evenementielle with histoire structurelle and 
histoire conjoncturelle (1958, 1966). For Braudel, histoire evenementielle was largely a term of abuse. 
My attempt to rehabilitate the term follows Marshall Sahlins (1991). I have, however, anglicized 
the word differently than has Sahlins, whose evenemential seems to me distinctly non-English. 
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universal faith in progress has gradually resulted in an abandonment of 
explicit teleology in sociological thought. But weaker forms of teleology 
are still very much with us. 

A teleological explanation is the attribution of the cause of a historical 
happening neither to the actions and reactions that constitute the happen
ing nor to concrete and specifiable conditions that shape or constrain the 
actions and reactions but rather to abstract transhistorical processes lead
ing to some future historical state. Events in some historical present, in 
other words, are actually explained by events in the future. Such explana
tory strategies, however fallacious, are surprisingly common in recent soci
ological writing and are far from rare in the works of social historians. They 
are implied, for example, by the common practice of labeling political or 
social movements as backward-looking and forward-looking. "Backward
looking" movements, in normal usage, are those that value some aspect of 
a given period's life and culture that the analyst, with her or his twenty
twenty hindsight, regards as doomed to the dustbin of history, whereas 
"forward-looking" movements are those valuing aspects of a period's life 
and culture that turned out to have a bright future. The simple act of la
beling movements in this way contains an implicit teleological explanation 
of their histories. 5 Likewise, the term modern often serves as a label for 
those processes or agents that are deemed by the analyst to be doing the 
work of the future in some present, while traditional labels those equally 
current forces in the present that the analyst regards as doing the work of 
the past. The entire modernization school of social science was based on 
such a teleological conceptualization of temporality. But the teleological 
fallacy is also widespread in the work of many historical sociologists who 
regard their work as arising out of an uncompromising critique of mod
ernization theory. I will try to demonstrate this claim by briefly examining 
the work of two historical sociologists who were particularly influential in 
overthrowing the theoretical approaches of the modernization school and 

5. Sometimes the judgments embodied in the usage of the backward-/forward-looking 
dichotomy are moral rather than merely anachronistic, with "forward-looking" meaning that 
which all "progressives" should favor and "backward-looking" meaning that which they should 
abhor. Least common is the literal and in my opinion quite acceptable usage that would desig
nate as "backward-looking" only those movements that explicitly pattern themselves on what 
they regard as a past historical condition and as "forward-looking" those that pattern their ac
tions on an imagined future. The dichotomy has, however, been so spoiled by teleological usages 
that employing it literally for such supposedly"forward-looking" but actually backward-looking 
movements as the Renaissance or such supposedly "backward-looking" but actually forward
looking movements as early utopian socialism would merely breed confusion. 
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replacing them with those of contemporary historical sociology: namely, 
Immanuel Wallerstein and Charles Tilly. , i · 

IMMANUEL WALLERSTEIN AS SOCIAL ASTRONOMER 

Wallerstein is by far the clearer case. In his multivolume history of the 
modern world-system, Wallerstein proves himself no less anxious than 
other sociologists to find a secure scientific warrant for his knowledge. But 
because his object of study is vast and singular-the capitalist "world
system"-the usual quantitative and experimental scientific models are 
hardly appropriate; there are no other units with which the modern 
world-system could appropriately be compared. Wallerstein discussed 
this dilemma in the introduction to his first volume. He worried out loud 
that there was "only one instance" of his "unit of analysis" and that if this 
were true he might be reduced to merely writing its history. But he "was 
not interested in writing its history"; he wanted to discover its laws: 

Can there be laws about the unique? In a rigorous sense, there of course can

not be. A statement of causality or probability is made in terms of a series of 
like phenomena or like instances •••• There had only been one "modern 
world:' Maybe one day there would be discovered to be comparable phe
nomena on other planets, or additional modern world-systems on this one. 

But here and now, the reality was clear- only one. (Wallerstein 1974a, 7) 

Wallerstein rescued the scientific status of his enterprise by an inspi~ed 
analogy. If the capitalist world-system is one of a kind, Wallerstein rea
soned, its study can be modeled on a fully recognized and powerful natu
ral science that investigates the unique development of a singular system: 
astronomy, or more precisely, cosmology, that branch of astronomy that 
studies the physical universe as a whole. "What;' Wallerstein asked him
self, "do astronomers do?'' 

As I understand it, the logic of their arguments involves two separate,pper
ations. They use the laws derived from the study of smaller physical entities, 
the laws of physics, and argue that (with perhaps certain specified excep
tions) these laws hold by analogy for the system as a whole. Second, they 
argue a posteriori. If the whole system is to have a given state at time y, it most 

probably had a given state at time x. (7) 

This analogy with cosmology, I would argue, crucially shaped Waller
stein's intellectual project, although it did so in part by creative misappli
cation. It suggested a close relationship between part and whole, where 
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laws found in investigations of local phenomena are also assumed to oper
ate at the level of the whole. This key assumption-that local and global 
processes partake of the same causalities-was profoundly enabling. It 
provided Wallerstein with a powerful unified perspective, one that au
thorized him to see all sorts of local events in various times and places as 
determined not by the accidents of local conditions but by the dynamics of 
the world economy of which they were a part. I believe that it was above 
all this unique perspective, this ability to see the dynamic of the whole at 
work in the dynamics of the parts, that established Wallerstein's reputa
tion as a great historical sociologist and that attracted an entire school of 
followers. 

But in applying the astronomers' assumption about the uniformity of 
causalities to the world-system, Wallerstein reversed the direction of the 
part-whole relationship. In astronomy, the physical principles discovered 
in studies of small-scale earthbound matter, whether these be Galileo's 
laws of falling bodies or the findings of contemporary particle physics, are 
assumed to apply equally to cosmic matter-to the orbits of planets or to 
nuclear reactions in stellar cores. Indeed, such laws are assumed to operate 
at the level of the universe as a whole: the great cosmological question of 
whether the universe will expand indefinitely or eventually collapse in on 
itself hinges on calculations of the aggregate gravitational pull of the entire 
mass of matter in the cosmos. Astronomy today, as at the time of Newton, 
remains an example of reductionist science at its most awesomely success
ful. In contemporary astronomy, the key to the dynamics of the infinitely 
large is found in the dynamics of the infinitely small. 

But Wallerstein rejects models, whether derived from behaviorist psy
chology or microeconomics, that would explain the dynamics of the world
system by the principles governing its smallest entities-human individu
als. Nor does he argue that the dynamics of local communities provide the 
key to understanding the development of world society. His point is pre
cisely the opposite: that the fates of local communities are determined not 
by local causes but by the operation of global, system-level causes. The key 
to understanding the history of Poland or Peru is to recognize their place 
in the world-systemic division of labor-as peripheral societies dependent 

on the core. But once we have begun to explain spatially and temporally lo
calized events as a consequence of their place in a totality of world evolu
tion, we are perilously close to teleological explanation. 

Wallerstein's misapplied astronomical analogy also encouraged teleol
ogy in another, more direct, way. He felt authorized by astronomy to argue 
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a posteriori, to argue back from the recent or current state of the capitalist 
world-system to its prior state. Most spectacularly, the astronomers proj
ect the current velocities of galaxies backward to argue for the existence of 
a "big bang" at the beginning of time, a primal cosmic event that deter
mined the subsequent character and evolution of the physical universe. 
Wallerstein the social astronomer devises what in effect is a big bang the
ory of the origins of capitalism. A European economy already in crisis as a 
consequence of the disintegration of feudalism was decisively launched on 
a new and inexorable dynamic by the European geographical expansion 
known as"the great discoveries:' The discoveries, according to Wallerstein, 
established the key economic, geographical, and political relationships on 
which the subsequent development of capitalism has been predicated-a 
spatially differentiated world economy too large to be controlled by any of 
the competing political units of which it was composed (38 ). 

Once again, Wallerstein's misapplication of the analogy with astron
omy has served him both well and badly. I am convinced that the particu
lar economic-geographical-political dynamic identified by Wallerstein is 
indeed crucial in the development of world capitalism and that it was de
cisively set in motion by the discoveries. But Wallerstein's vision of all the 
subsequent development of capitalism as somehow inherent in his initial 
big bang warps his understanding both of the discoveries and of subse
quent developments. His work contains some astute eventful analysis of 
the political and economic history of Europe in his period, although his 
rhetoric suppresses the narrative's eventful qualities. His discussions of 
how marginal and tiny Portugal became the initiator of the voyages of dis
covery (50-52) 1 of how the Hapsburgs attempted but failed to gain a po
litical hegemony that would encompass the world economy (165-80 ), or 
how the Dutch Revolt made possible the development of crucial new com
mercial and financial institutions in the Netherlands (199-214) are actu
ally full of contingency, unanticipated consequences, and fateful choices. 
But in Wallerstein's analysis, the contingencies, choices, and consequences 
are foreordained by the necessity built into the world-system from the 
moment of its creation. Hidden behind Wallerstein's big bang theory is a 
far more interesting account of how the crucial but open-ended event of 
the discoveries initiated a long chain of subsequent open-ended events 
that eventually and far from inevitably led to the emergence of a capitalist 
world economy. 

What makes the astronomers' a posteriori reasoning scientificallr ac
ceptable is the plausibility of the assumption that just as the laws of 
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physics hold true across space they also hold true across time. If the laws 
of motion, gravity, and high-energy physics can be projected backward in 
time, then it is possible to deduce the timing and characteristics of the big 

bang that propelled the universe into its current dynamics or the state of 
the universe ten minutes after the big bang or a hundred billion years from 
now. But we know that human beings and the societies they create are far 

more perverse than physical matter. Humans, unlike planets, galaxies, or 
subatomic particles, are capable of assessing the structures in which they 
exist and of acting-with imperfectly predictable consequences-in ways 
that change them. While there certainly are turning points or crucial 

events in human history, there cannot be big bangs. To construct historical 
arguments on an analogy with astronomy results in a teleology in which 
some crucial past events are misconstrued as a pure origin that contains the 
entire future of the social system in potentia and in which the partially con

tingent events that occur subsequently are robbed of their efficacy and re
duced to the status of markers on the road to the inevitable future. 

CHARLES TILLY AND THE MASTER PROCESSES 

OF HISTORY 

Teleology plays a far less obvious role in Tilly's work than in Wallerstein's. 
Nevertheless, I shall try to demonstrate that two of his most influential 

contributions-his book on the Vendee rebellion and his work on the 
history of French collective violence- contain strong doses of teleological 

temporality.6 This might seem particularly curious in the case of the The 
Vendee, which focuses on a particular event, the great counterrevolution

ary revolt that erupted in western France in 1793· But Tilly's book is not a 
narrative history of the revolt. In fact, his argument is introduced by a very 
effective polemic against the sociological naivete of the countless existing 

narrative histories (1964, 6-13). Whereas these narrative histories spoke 
about the cause of the revolt by rather cavalierly invoking the presumed 

motives of the rebels, Tilly insisted on asking properly sociological causal 
questions. He wanted to know what it was about the social organization 

of the Vendee region that led to a revolt there. Tilly's principal analytical 
device was to compare two adjacent areas in western France, the Val

Saumurois, which supported the revolution, and the Mauges, which sup
ported the counterrevolution. The principal sociological concept he used 
to analyze the difference in the social organization of these two areas was 

6. Tilly (1964, 1969, 1972a, 1972b, 1977, 1981, 1986); Tilly, Tilly, and Tilly (1975). 
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"urbanization;' which in Tilly's somewhat expanded usage was"a collective 
term for a set of changes which generally occur with the appear~nce and 
expansion of large-scale coordinated activities in a society" (16). Urbaniza
tion hence implied not just the growth of cities but an "increased involve
ment of the members of rural communities in sets of activities, norms, and 
social relationships that reach beyond the limits of their own localities" 
(11-12). 

Tilly argued that the crucial difference between the Mauges and the 
Val-Saumurois was the extent and the recentness of their urbanization. 
The Val-Saumurois was "thoroughly and evenly urbanized" (57 ); even its 
rural inhabitants had long lived in sizeable, agglomerated villages and sold 
their produce in regional and national markets. This thorough and even 
urbanization made the Val-Saumurois well adapted to the more rational 
and centralized bourgeois regime introduced by the revolution. The 
Mauges, by contrast, was much less urbanized, but it had experienced very 
rapid urbanization- especially in the form of rural textile manufactur
ing-in recent decades. This recent but incomplete urbanization made 
the social organization of the Mauges far less uniform and led to intense 
confrontations when the revolution shifted power to the urban bour
geoisie and its agents in the countryside. 

Tilly's analysis of how the different forms of social organization of these 
two regions led to different political and social experiences in the revolu
tion is superb. But his sociological interpretation of these differences is 
marred by a gratuitous introduction of teleological temporality. For Tilly, 
The Mauges and the Val-Saumurois represent different points on a single 
developmental continuum, from less to more urbanized. His procedure, as 
he puts it, is one"of comparing communities at roughly the same point in 
time as if they were at different stages of progression from a common ori
gin" (12). The obvious advantage of this procedure is its generalizability. It 
means that differences found between two regions are not just a local pe
culiarity but are comparable to differences in level of urbanizationiin other 
places and times. Introducing a single continuum makes it possi&le to en
visage this local study as one contribution to a general scientific sociologi
cal account of the effects of urbanization on politics. 

The problem is that the difference between the social organization of 
the Val-Saumurois and that of the Mauges is demonstrably not a matter of 
different stages in a single master process. The contrasting forms of social 
organization that Tilly attributes to differences in a progressive develop
ment-large nucleated villages surrounded by open fields in the Val-



Saumurois as against more isolated small villages and hamlets scattered 
over hedged fields in the Mauges-were actually constant and virtually 
unchanging features of the rural environment. The line dividing the Val
Saumurois from the Mauges was an ancient territorial division between 
what Marc Bloch characterized as distinct "agrarian civilizations" whose 
characteristics were already in place by the early Middle Ages (Bloch 
1970 ). Tilly, in short, committed the fallacy of transmuting a fixed socio
geographical difference in social organization into putative stages in the 
linear development of the abstract master process of urbanization. 

Tilly's use of urbanization as a linear teleology did not actually spoil his 
comparative study of the political effects of regional social structures, but 
it did misrepresent the book's contribution-by casting its subject as a lo
cal instance of a universal social process. By doing so, it left unvoiced what 
I regard as the book's most original accomplishment: its acute analysis of 
how variations in local social structures made possible a smooth transition 
from old regime to revolutionary government in the Val-Saumurois but 
enabled the French Revolution to reconfigure and give new meaning to ex
isting social networks and social cleavages in the Mauges, touching off an 
escalating and unpredictable chain of confrontational events that culmi
nated in a massive and durable shift in collective identities. It hid a mas
terwork of eventful sociology behind a veil of misconstrued universalizing 
science. 

One might object that The Vendee was Tilly's first book and that his 
mature work avoids these youthful errors. After all, he subsequently aban
doned his overly abstract concept of urbanization, breaking it down into 
the two more specific notions of state centralization and capitalist devel
opment. But in his long and evolving project on French collective violence, 
which he took up after finishing The Vendee, he essentially retained that 
book's teleological fascination with underlying master processes, while 
abandoning its superb but insufficiently voiced eventful analysis. Charmed 
by his own universalizing rhetoric, he pursued the notion that acts of po
litical contestation arise from gradual evolutionary changes in large and 
anonymous social processes rather than the alternative theme that changes 
in political regimes reconfigure and give new meaning to existing social 
networks and cleavages, thereby creating new collective identities. 

Tilly argued in his various books and articles on collective violence in 
France that the change in forms of violence over the last three centuries
in brief, a change from"reactive;' backward-looking, locally oriented violence 
to"proactive;' forward-looking, and nationally oriented violence-was the 
consequence of the gradual and inexorable rise of state centralization and 



capitalism.7 Such an argument is not necessarily teleological. Teleology is 
not implied, for example, when Tilly argues that changes in the targets and 
goals of violent protest arise in part from the particular and changing na
ture of the state presence in localities. But the argument frequently takes 
on a teleological quality, largely because the asserted causes-capitalist 
development and state centralization-occur offstage, outside of Tilly's 
texts, where they are essentially assumed as ever-present and ever-rising 
forces, a kind of eternal yeast. 8 The violent incidents that Tilly describes in 
great number thus figure only as consequences of invisible but ever pres
ent causes; they are not events in the full sense because they are only effects, 
never causes, of change. A particularly clear indication that Tilly aban
doned eventful analysis in his later work on French collective violence is his 
denial that even the historians' megaevent, the French Revolution, signifi
cantly transformed the nature of collective violence: in his account, it 
merely caused a certain acceleration of already existing trends (Tilly 1977, 

1986). Thus, in spite of the inspired eventful analysis contained in The 
Ven dee, the dominant rhetoric of Tilly's work on French collective violence 
did not break with a teleological conceptualization of temporality~ 

THEDA SKOCPOL AND EXPERIMENTAL TEMPORALITY 

If Wallerstein and Tilly exemplify the continuing grip of teleological tem
porality in historical sociology, Theda Skocpol is the leading prophet and 
exemplar of experimental temporality. In States and Social Revolutions, 
Skocpol explicitly embraces the standard "scientific" methodology of main
stream American sociology, extending it to historical studies. "Compara
tive historical analysis;' she asserts, 

is distinctively appropriate for developing explanations of macro-historical 

phenomena of which there are inherently only a few cases. This is in con

trast to more plentiful and manipulable kinds of phenomena suitable for 

experimental investigations, and in contrast to other phenomena where 

there are the large numbers of cases required for statistical analyses. Com
parative historical analysis is, in fact, the mode of multivariate analysis to 

which one resorts when there are too many variables and not enough cases. 

(Skocpol 1979, 36) 

7. Tilly's terminology shifted more than once over the nearly two decades he devoted to this 

project, but the underlying categorization of violence has remained essentially constant. For a 
fuller discussion, see Sewell (199oa). 

8. Conscience dictates that I attribute this felicitous term to Carl Schorske, who applied it to 
the ever-rising bourgeoisie in a lecture on European intellectual history which I heard as a grad
uate student at Berkeley in the 1960s. 
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Skocpol applies her comparative method to the three great social revo
lutions of modern times-the French, the Russian, and the Chinese. Her 
analysis attempts to set up comparative "natural experiments" capable of 

sorting out the causal factors that explain the occurrence of social revolu
tions. She explores the histories of the French, Russian, and Chinese rev
olutions but also of two major political crises that never became revolu

tions (the Prussian Reform Movement of 1807-14 and the Japanese Meiji 
Restoration of 1868-73) and of two political revolutions that did not be

come social revolutions (the English Civil War and Glorious Revolution 
of 1640-88 and the German Revolution of 1848-50 ). On the basis of her 
comparative investigation of these seven cases, Skocpol develops a power
ful and sophisticated theory of the causes of social revolutions. She begins 
by noting that the pre-revolutionary French, Russian, and Chinese states 
had all fallen behind their rivals in military competition. This gave rise to 
attempts to catch up by instituting far-reaching administrative, economic, 
and fiscal reforms. But reforms were resisted in all three states by the 
dominant landlord class, which had a firm enough foothold in the state to 
block, slow, or subvert the reforms. The consequence was a deep fiscal and 
political crisis that was broken only by a revolution. These considerations 
led Skocpol to posit two conditions for social revolution: the existence of 
a state that fell behind rival states in military competition and a dominant 
class of landlords who were sufficiently powerful to block state-initiated 
reforms. She strengthened this specification of causes by examining the 
Prussian and Japanese cases. In both cases the states were driven into cri
sis by failure in military competition, but because the Prussian and Japan
ese dominant classes had little political leverage against ·the state, reformers 

from within the state apparatus managed to revitalize the states without 
the intervention of political revolution. 

But Skocpol also finds another necessary condition for the occurrence 
of social revolutions. Fiscal crises based on military bac.byardness and ex
acerbated by the resistance of recalcitrant landlords may have been enough 
to touch off political revolutions, but for these to become social revolu
tions-that is, to bring about a transformation of the country's class struc

ture- something more was required: a massive uprising of the peasant 
class. Social revolutions, therefore, also required the existence of well
organized and autonomous peasant communities capable of taking advan

tage of the breakdown of state authority that resulted from political revo
lution. Once again, Skocpol shows how this condition was present in her 
three cases but absent in the seventeenth-century 'English and mid-
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nineteenth-century German revolutions, which never advanced from po
litical to social revolutions. In short, Skocpol uses a quasi-experimental, 
inductive method to discover the three factors necessary for social revolu
tions: ( l) military backwardness, ( 2) politically powerful landlord1classes, 
and (3) autonomous peasant communities. As I understand the argument, 
these factors are conceptualized in this order: factor one induces a politi
cal crisis; the addition of factor two turns the political crisis into a politi
cal revolution; and the further addition of factor three turns the political 
revolution into a social revolution. 

The explanation Skocpol develops by considering these seven cases is 
extremely powerful and, quibbling aside, quite convincing. But the power 
of her explanation cannot derive, as Skocpol claims, from her application of 
quasi-experimental inductive method. As Michael Burawoy has pointed 
out (1989), a careful examination of Skocpol's logic and evidence indicates 
that her explanation is by no means proven by the "natural experiments" 
carried out in her book. In fact, her evidence fails in more than one way. First, 
as Burawoy remarks, the seventeenth-century English and mid-nineteenth
century German cases actually seem to refute the first stage of her causal 
theory in that they were genuine political revolutions that were not pro .. 
voked by military failures: the English Revolution of 1640 certainly arose 
out of a fiscal crisis but not a fiscal crisis that was provoked by military re.
verses, and the German Revolution of March 1848 was provoked by nei
ther military reverses nor fiscal crisis. Skocpol's comparisons actually dem
onstrate that far-reaching political revolutions may arise in the absence of 
both of her first two factors (Burawoy 1989, 767-68). 

Second, the array of cases compared by Skocpol does not demonstrate 
that the full sequence of three factors is necessary to produce a social rev
olution. To do so, Skocpol would have had to find a case in which military 
failure and landlord resistance led to political revolution but in which a so
cial revolution failed to develop due to the absence of autonomous peasant 
communities. But she had no such case: The Meiji Restoration and the 
Prussian Reform Movement had only the first factor, the English ~evolu
tion only the second, and the German Revolution of 1848 non~.;of the 
three. On the basis of Skocpol's evidence, it remains logically possible that 
a combination of military backwardness and a powerful landlord class was 
by itself sufficient to produce a social revolution. 

Indeed, Skocpol's analysis of the Chinese Revolution could actually be 
read as supporting this proposition. There, a social revolution took place 
in a country where only the first two of Skocpol's conditions were initially 
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present. Skocpol treats the case as confirming her theory. As she tells the 
story, the peasantry's lack of autonomy from landlords long prevented the 
political revolution initiated in 19n from becoming a social revolution. It 
was only after 1940 that the Chinese Communists organized an autono
mous peasantry in the districts they controlled, thereby creating the agrar
ian striking force necessary to carry through a social revolution (Skocpol 
1979, 252-62). But this argument is actually highly ambiguous. One could 
just as easily say that the long standoff between state and landlords, exac
erbated by the Japanese invasion in 1935, created the conditions for a suc
cessful social revolution in the areas that the Kuomintang could no longer 
control. The creation of peasant communities autonomous from landlords 
was, in this alternative telling, less a precondition for social revolution than 
a consequence of a locally successful Communist-led social revolution 
touched off by a collapse of the stalemated state in the wake of military 
failure. 

These two flaws in Skocpol's argument invalidate her claim to having 
confirmed empirically her theory of social revolutions. She has not shown 
either that political revolutions are explained by a combination of military 
reverses and effective landlord resistance to reforms or that autonomous 
peasant communities are necessary for a political revolution to be trans
formed into a social revolution. It is true that these flaws are not intrinsic 
to the comparative method per se. Skocpol is working on such a rare phe
nomenon that she has been unable to amass an array of cases sufficient to 
test out all the logical possibilities inherent in her theory. It is, perhaps, 
embarrassing that she jumped to conclusions unwarranted by a strict eval
uation of the comparative evidence, but it is hardly fatal for the method 
she espouses. A historical sociologist working on a somewhat more com
mon phenomenon could surely devise more adequate empirical tests (see, 
e.g., Paige [1978], who statistically analyzed a large number of cases of 
agrarian revolts). Of course, limiting ourselves to more tractable phenom
ena would save the comparative method only at a very high cost, inasmuch 
as it would restrict sociology's ability to say anything valid about rare but 
world-shaping events like social revolutions. The evidence and arguments 

presented in States and Social Revolutions hardly justifies Skocpol's con
fidence that comparative historical analysis is a panacea for sociologists 
working on problems where "there are too many variables and not enough 

cases" (Skocpol 1979, 36). 

Nor do Skocpol's logical difficulties end here. The most troubling flaws 
of quasi-experimental comparative method come not from the difficulty of 
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amassing enough cases, which effects only some research problems, but 
from the unhistorical assumptions about temporality that strict adherence 
to experimental logic requires. The experimental conception of temporal
ity, I shall argue, is inseparable from conventional comparative method, and 
it can be imposed only by what Burawoy aptly dubs "freezing history"
and, I would extend the metaphor, by cutting up the congealed block of his
torical time into artificially interchangeable units. 

In order for Skocpol's revolutions to be subjected to her comparative 
method, they must be conceptualized as analogous to separate"trials" of an 
experiment. This means that the trials must be both equivalent and inde
pendent. The principle of equivalence implies that each new trial (in this 
case, new revolution) be a genuine replication of earlier trials, with all rel
evant variables held constant. This implies definite assumptions about 
temporality. The relevant temporality in experimental logic is purely in
ternal to the trial: the posited causal factors must exist prior to their 
posited consequence. By contrast, the external temporality of historical 
time-whether one trial precedes or follows another and by how much
must, by definition, be considered irrelevant in order to meet the require-
ment that experimental trials be strictly equivalent. ,, 

This requirement that trials be equivalent poses a considerabie diffi
culty for Skocpol's arguments about the causes of social revolutions. In or
der to use inductive comparison, Skocpol must assume that her three great 
social revolutions are in fact a uniform class of objects governed by identi
cal causal laws. But this is a highly dubious assumption, in part because 
new classes, class relations, and political institutions arise over time. This, 
in turn, might well alter the conditions necessary and sufficient for social 
revolution. To take a pertinent example, the Industrial Revolution inter
vened between the French Revolution and the Russian Revolution, giving 
rise to a new industrial proletariat. One might consequently assert, with 
some plausibility, that the revolt of the Petersburg and Moscow proletariat 
was a necessary condition for social revolution in Russia in 1917, even if it 
was not a condition for the French Revolution in 1789. But, as Burawoy 
points out, Skocpol cannot consider this possibility without breaking the 
crucial assumption of equivalence between the revolutions. Thus, instead 
of examining empirical evidence about the role of the industrial proletariat 
in Russia, she dismisses the possibility out of hand on the grounds that 
because a proletarian revolt was not necessary in her other two causes it 
cannot have been necessary in Russia either (Burawoy 1989, 769; Skocpol 
1979, rr3). The assumption of equivalence, which is a logical foundation of 



Skocpol's comparative method, does not allow her to pursue questions 
about how events intervening between revolutions might affect their oc
currence and outcome.9 

The second fundamental assumption of experimental logic, that exper
imental trials must be independent of one another, also poses serious 
problems for Skocpol's analysis. For trials to be independent, the outcome 
of any given trial must have no effect on the outcome of a subsequent 
trial.10 But it is absurd to assume that earlier revolutions had no influence 
on later revolutions. After all, the leadership of the Bolshevik party self
consciously patterned its own revolutionary efforts on what it regarded as 
the lessons of the French Revolution, and the Chinese Communists not 
only modeled themselves explicitly on the Bolsheviks but received direct 
aid from them. Once again, this assumption can only be sustained by 
"freezing" and "cutting up" history, by treating the histories of the three 
revolutions as if they took place in isolation from one another rather than 
as a sequence of historically connected events. In short, Skocpol's compar
isons are fundamentally deficient logically if viewed from the perspective 
of experimental method. They fail both the requirement of equivalence 
and the requirement of independence. 

Although it may occasionally be possible to identify a universe of his
torical objects that simultaneously satisfies the assumptions of equiva
lence and independence, such occasions are likely to be unusual. With rare 
exceptions, attempts to assure equivalence in historical cases will actually 
result in decreasing the independence between cases-and vice versa. The 
obvious way to assure independence is to compare phenomena that are 
widely separated in space and time. One can be reasonably sure, for ex
ample, that any similarities between royal ceremonies in eighteenth
century Japan and ancient Mesopotamia cannot be accounted for by imi
tation. But the very remoteness that assures independence makes the 
assumption of equivalence impossible to sustain. In societies with radi
cally different economies, systems of social stratification, religious beliefs, 
conceptions of gender, and so on, how could we ever be. confident that the 
relevant differences have been controlled for? 

9. This unwillingness to consider intervening events also gets her into muddy water in her 
discussion of why the French Revolution consolidated private property when the Russian and 
Chinese revolutions abolished it (see Sewell 1985a, 59). 

10. For example, if performing an experiment on the effects of fertilizer on corn yields in
creases the concentration of helpful soil bacteria on a plot ofland, a second trial on that plot will 
not be independent of the first because the fact that a prior trial has been carried out there will 
have a positive effect on crop yields. 
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It was for precisely this reason that Marc Bloch, in his seminal article 
on comparative history, cautioned against studying "societies so widely 
separated in time and space that any analogies between them •.• can ob ... 
viously not be explained either by mutual influence or by a common ori.
gin" (Bloch 1967, 46).11 Bloch believed that such comparisons were too 
imprecise and therefore opted for a parallel study of societies that are at 
once neighboring and contemporary, exercising a constant mutual influ ... 
ence, exposed throughout their development to the action of the same 
broad causes, and owing their existence in part to a common origin. Bloch 
preferred comparisons of neighboring societies essentially on the grounds 
that in such societies the assumption of equivalence could reasonably be 
approximated (47). I suspect that Bloch, as usual, made the wiser choice. 
But his choice obviously moves comparative history further from the no 
less logically necessary assumption of independence between the cases. 
Because the societies Bloch studied exercised a "constant mutual influ ... 
ence" on one another, it is extraordinarily difficult to determine whether 
a similar outcome in two cases resulted from a posited set of internal 
causal factors or from the play of influence. With rare exceptions, equiv
alence between historical cases is bought only at the price of decreasing 
independence, and vice versa. This paradox, I submit, makes history a sin.
gularly uncompromising territory for the kind of rigorous experimental 
induction that Skocpol advocates, but cannot really practice, in States and 

Social Revolutions. 

It is remarkable, in view of the logical and empirical failure of Skocpol's 
program of experimental induction, that her analysis of social revolutions 
remains so powerful and convincing. This implies that, as was true of both 
Wallerstein and Tilly as well, something important and valuable is accom .. 
plished in the book that remains unvoiced in its explicit theoretical and 
methodological statements.12 I would contend that much of this unvoiced 
work occurs in her handling of events. The bulk of her book is composed 
not of a rigorous weighing of comparative evidence but of carefully con .. 
structed causal narratives specifying how social revolutions are brought 
about in her three cases. Skocpol's best statement of her narrative strategy 
is, symptomatically, tucked away in a footnote, where she complains that 

\ 

"social-scientific analyses of revolutions almost never ••• give sftfficient 

n. For an exposition of Bloch's comparative method that espouses the sort of experimental 
logic I have criticized here, see Sewell (1967). 

12. Once again, my assessment runs closely parallel to Burawoy's conclusion (1989, 778) that 
Skocpol's work is at its most powerful precisely when it deviates from her announced method~ 

ology. 
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analytic weight to the conjunctural, unfolding interactions of originally 
separately determined processes" (Skocpol 19791 320 ). 

Specifying the "conjunctural, unfolding interactions of originally sepa
rately determined processes" is the distinctive narrative strategy of her 
book. It is distinct not only from the usual strategy of sociologists but from 
the usual strategy of historians as well. Sociological analyses of revolutions 
tend to emphasize the primacy of some single cause of revolutions, sys

tematically subordinating other causes to the chosen explanatory factor. 
Historical analyses typically attempt to recount the course of a revolution 
in some semblance of its original complexity, discussing different causal 
features of the revolutionary process only as they make themselves felt in 
the unfolding of the story. The problem with the historical strategy is that 
crucial causal processes tend to get lost in a muddle of narrative detail and 
are seldom separated out enough to make their autonomous dynamics 
clear. The trouble with the sociological strategy is that although it suc
cessfully specifies the causal dynamics of one factor, it tends either to 
conflate other causal factors with the chosen cause (as Marxian treatments 
of revolution have often viewed the state as merely an expression of class 
power) or to treat them as mere background (as most studies of revolution 
have done with the international military setting). Skocpol's strategy is an 
inspired compromise. It appropriates the power of the sociological strat
egy but applies it to not one but several distinct causal processes. Yet by 
emphasizing "conjunctural, unfolding interactions" it also appropriates the 
historical strategy's concern with events, sequence, and contingency. Quite 
apart from considerations of comparative experimental induction, Skocpol 
has elaborated in States and Social Revolutions an extremely effective strategy 
for what might be dubbed multiple causal narrative.13 She has, to put it 
differently, worked out a kind of incipient theory of revolutionary process, 
of how events, by straining or rearranging structures, open the door to fur
ther transformative events. But this significant rhetorical and theoretical 
innovation is never signaled in her introduction or conclusion and is only 
formulated in passing in a footnote in the third chapter. Skocpol's mis
placed obsession with quasi-experimental comparative method has virtu
ally obscured her highly original contribution to eventful sociology. 

13. Perhaps the best previous model of such a multiple causal narrative is Lefebvre ((1949] 

1971), which recounts how four distinct revolutions-an aristocratic revolution, a bourgeois 

revolution, a municipal revolution, and a peasant revolution-combined to make what we call 

the French Revolution of 1789. One wonders how much influence this book had on Skocpol's 

thinking. 
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Skocpol's formal comparative method, with its experimental concep
tion of temporality, makes little contribution to her innovations in event
ful sociology. Nevertheless, I believe that serious comparative thinking 
played a crucial role in developing her incipient theory of revolutionary 
process. The formal logic of comparative method has been developed 
exclusively as a means of assessing the empirical accuracy of theoretical 
propositions-to deal with the phase of scientific research that Lakatos 
(1978) has termed the "context of justification:' I suspect, however, that 
the most important role of comparison in States and Social Revolutions was 
actually in the "context of discovery"-that phase of research concerned 
with generating theoretical ideas. Skocpol's own description of the history 
of her project suggests as much. She began, she tells us, with the history of 
the Chinese Revolution, then found that the Chinese development sug
gested unsuspected analogies with the French case and finally used an an
alytic scheme worked out from the Chinese and French cases to interpret 
Russian history (Skocpol 1979, xii-xiii). One suspects that this mutual 
reading of each of the cases in terms of the others continued and kept spi
raling back: that, for example, Trotsky's emphasis on backward Russia's 
unsuccessful military competition with the European powers must have 
suggested parallels in the crisis of the French old regime or that Gec;>rges 
Lefebvre's analyses of the crucial contribution of aristocratic resistance 
and peasant revolts to the French Revolution must have thrown a sharp 
light on the roles of landlords and peasants in Russia and China (Trotsky 

1932; Lefebvre [1949) 1971, 1973). 

I suspect that Skocpol formulated and deepened her interpretations of 
key revolutionary events by just such a process of critically extending nar
ratives from each of the cases to each of the others. A rough causal logic 
certainly guided such analogical extensions: if attempts to reform the 
sprawling agrarian state of imperial Russia arose in response to the threat 
of German military prowess, is it not likely that comparable attempts to 
reform a roughly similar French state might have arisen from repeated de
feats at the hands of England? But Skocpol's presentation of comparative 
method as a means of testing already formulated general propositions gets 
it the wrong way around. It would be more accurate to say that compari
son generated propositions whose potential generality was tested by their 
ability to illuminate the conjunctural unfolding of analogous causal pro
cesses in the three cases. Had the crucial question really been whether 
Skocpol's posited causes were present or absent in an array of cases, there 
would have been no need to write a long book; a brief article with a few 
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simple tables would have sufficed. What persuades Skocpol's reader is not 
the formal logic of a tabular array. It is the fact that all three revolutions 

can be narrated convincingly in terms of the operation of analogous causal 

processes, which in practice means above all that narrati~es based on these 
analogies make sense of the numerous details that othe~wise would seem 

purely accidental. The "proof" is less in the formal logic than in the suc
cessful narrative ordering of circumstantial detail. The true payoff of Skoc

pol's comparative history, then, is not the rigorous testing of abstract gen
eralizations but the discovery of analogies on which new and convincing 

narratives of eventful sequences can be constructed.14 .. 
EVENTFUL TEMPORALITY 

Eventful temporality recognizes the power of events in history. Social life 
may be conceptualized as being composed of countless happenings or en
counters in which persons and groups of persons engage in social action. 
Their actions are constrained and enabled by the constitutive structures of 

their societies. Most happenings, as I shall argue in chapter 8, reproduce 
social and cultural structures without significant changes (see also Gid

dens 1984 ). Events may be defined as that relatively rare subclass of hap
penings that significantly transforms structures. An eventful conception 
of temporality, therefore, is one that takes into account the transformation 
of structures by events. 

The eventful conception can be clarified by its contrasts with the ex
perimental and teleological conceptions. The experimental conception 
rests on two fundamental assumptions: a uniformity of causal laws across 

time and a causal independence of every sequence of occurrences from 
previous and subsequent occurrences. The eventful conception of tempo
rality denies both of these assumptions. Rather than assuming causal in
dependence through time, it assumes that events are normally "path de
pendent;' that is, that what has happened at an earlier point in time will 
affect the possible outcomes of a sequence of events occurring at a later 
point in time. However, path dependence does not necessarily imply that 
causal structures change over time. In fact, the notion of path dependence 
was initially formalized by economists, who argued, for example, that dif

ferent but equally rational choices among alternative technologies at one 
point in time would imply a divergence in choices at later times even un-

14. This critique of conventional comparative method owes much to conversations with 

Rebecca Scott and Peggy Somers. 
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der the standard economists' causal assumption that all actors at all points 
in time pursue their advantage rationally (Arthur 1988). A fully eventful 
conception of temporality must also deny the assumption that causal 
structures are uniform through time. Events must be assumed to be ca
pable of changing not only the balance of causal forces operating but the 
very logic by which consequences follow from occurrences or circum
stances. A fully eventful account of the fate of the nobles in the::french 
Revolution, for example, would have to argue that nobles lost power not 
only because the loss of some of their assets-land, tax privileges, feudal 
dues, offices-reduced their resources relative to those of other classes 
but also because the rules of the social and political game were radically re
defined, making what had previously been a prime asset- their noble sta
tus-into a powerful liability by the time of the Terror. In this case and, I 
would argue, in general, events bring about historical changes in part by 
transforming the very cultural categories that shape and constrain human 
action. Because the causalities that operate in social relations depend at 
least in part on the contents and relations of cultural categories, events 
have the power to transform social causality.15 

An eventful concept of temporality, then, assumes a causal dependence 
of later occurrences on prior occurrences and assumes that social causality 
is temporally heterogeneous, not temporally uniform. Eventful temporal .. 
ity therefore differs fundamentally from experimental temporality. It also 
differs from teleological temporality. Teleological and eventful temporality 
share an assumption of path dependence, but teleological temporality de
nies temporal heterogeneity or at least general temporal heterogeneity. 
(Stage theories, one of the subtypes of teleological theories, assume causal 
homogeneity within stages but may accept radical heterogeneity between 
stages.) However, teleological and eventful concepts of temporality differ 
most sharply on the question of contingency. Teleological temporality is 
compatible with a certain contingency at the surface of social relations, but 
it is incompatible with the assumption of radical contingency that I regard 
as fundamental to eventful temporality. For example, a teleological Marx ... 
ian account might argue that the particular situation in which a conflict 
between workers and bourgeois occurs may affect the outcome of their 
struggle and may even result in a local victory for a retrograde form of so .. 
cial organization, say, for handicraft over factory production. But rio com-

15. This has been demonstrated most eloquently, and with greatest theoretical clarity, by the 
works of Marshall Sahlins (198I, 1985, I99I), which I discuss in chapter 7. 
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bination of such local victories can "turn back the clock" definitively. The 
built-in directionality of underlying causal forces guarantees that local 
variations are mere surface perturbations with no long..-term effect on the 
course of history. 

By contrast, an eventful concept of temporality assumes that contin
gency is global, that it characterizes not only the surface but the core or the 
depths of social relations. Contingent, unexpected, and inherently unpre
dictable events, this view assumes, can undo or alter the most apparently 
durable trends of history. This does not, of course, imply that human so
cieties are in permanent and universal flux, that social change is easy to 
accomplish, or that historical changes display no regularities. I am not ar
guing that capitalism or the global division of labor or sexual inequality 
would go away if only we wished it or that history is a tale told by an idiot. 
History displays both stubborn durabilities and sudden breaks, and even 
the most radical historical ruptures are interlaced with remarkable conti
nuities. To say that events are transformations of structures implies pre
cisely that the structures that emerge from an event are always transfor
mations of preexisting structures. An assumption of global contingency 
means not that everything is constantly changing but that pothing in so-
cial life is ultimately immune to change. -

The eventful conception of temporality, then, assumes that social rela
tions are characterized by path dependency, temporally heterogeneous 
causalities, and global contingency. This is close to the implicit intellectual 
baggage of most academic historians. Yet most historians take the e.ffec
tivity of events so much for granted that their accounts of events tend to 
lack a theoretical edge. Marshall Sahlins, citing Ruth Benedict's aphorism 
that if deep-sea fish could speak the last thing they would name is water, 
points out that historians "live in the narrative element" and consequently 
are remarkably unselfconscious about the event as a theoretical category 
(Sahlins 1991, 15). My own experience testifies to this dictum. Even as a"so
cial historian" critical of old-fashioned"narrative history;' I too swam in the 
narrative element. It was only sustained encounters with sociological and 
anthropological discourse, much of it undertaken as a member of an aca
demic sociology department, that made me recognize events as a category 
in need of theoretical work. 

Sociologists, even those whose work contains exemplary analyses of 
events, are by and large equally unconscious of the event as a theoretical 
category- as the writings of Wallerstein, Tilly, and Skocpol testify. There 
are, however, some whose work clearly demonstrates in practice the pro-
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found significance of events. In the remainder of this essay I will analyze 
two such works: Armies of the Poor by Mark Traugott (1985) and Reds or 
Rackets? by Howard Kimeldorf (1988). I do not think that either Traugott 
or Kimeldorf makes much progress toward elaborating the event as a the
oretical category. But both of them deploy the highly developed method
ological consciousness typical even of nonmainstream sociologists to 
demonstrate to skeptical readers that events mattered crucially in the 
cases they are investigating. Although their work does not itself develop a 
theoretical argument about events, it can be used to develop and illustrate 
such an argument. 

TRAUGOTT 1S ORGANIZATIONAL HYPOTHESIS 

Traugott's book may be characterized as a study of the differential effect 
of a great event, the French Revolution of 1848, on two groups of French 
workers: those enrolled in the government's unemployment relief organi
zation, the National Workshops, who formed the core of the great work
ers' revolt of June 1848, and those recruited into the paramilitary Mobile 
Guard, who were instrumental in suppressing it. Traugott's task is to ex
plain why workers associated with these two organizations wound up on 
opposite sides of the barricades. The leading explanation of their divergent 
political trajectories has been Marx's. Marx claimed that the Mobile 
Guard had no scruples about shooting down the proletarian instifrrec
tionaries because it had been recruited exclusively from the rootless 
lumpenproletariat, the scum of the urban poor. Traugott spends much of his 
book-and doubtless spent even more of his research time-subjecting 
this argument to a painstaking quantitative test, which shows that the pre
February occupations of the June rebels and the Guardsmen were in fact 
virtually identical (Traugott 1985, 67-77 ). The divergent political behavior 
of Guards and Workshop members cannot be explained by differences in 
their class backgrounds. 

The failure of this standard sociological explanation led Traugott to 
what he calls the "organizational hypothesis"-that the divergent actions 
of the guardsmen and the insurrectionaries were the result not of charac
teristics of their pre-1848 lives but of their collective experiences between 
February and June 1848 (83). Traugott tests this hypothesis by means of a 
"paired comparison" of the organizational histories of the Mobile Guard 
and the National Workshops. There are many parallels between the two 
institutions: both were improvised in response to working-class pressures 
after the February Revolution, and both were intended by the Provisional 
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Government simultaneously to be a means for alleviating unemployment 
and for co-opting potentially rebellious workers so as to moderate their 
political sentiments (n5). Moreover, both institutions were deeply mis
trusted by the conservative bourgeoisie, which feared they would become 
hotbeds of socialist agitation. By means of his paired comparison, Trau
gott shows that both were initially highly successful co-optive institutions 
and that the National Workshops became a nursery of rebellion only when 
they were organizationally decapitated by a hostile government. 

Traugott's organizational analysis borrows from Katherine Chorley's 

Armies and the Art of Revolution (1943). By April 1848 the initially ragtag 
Mobile Guard had met Chorley's three crucial conditions for successful 
military repression of a revolutionary movement: a unified corps of officers, 
effective isolation from the civilian population, and prompt attention to 
practical grievances in the ranks. The Mobile Guard's officer corps was sup
plied by the regular army and supplemented by carefully managed elections 
from the ranks. By April it became a highly professional and unified body. 
The guardsmen were isolated from the civilian population because they 
were housed in barracks, usually not in their own neighborhoods. One 
practical grievance-a long delay in the provision of uniforms-seriously 
threatened to undermine the guardsmen's morale, but it was resolved well 
before June. Hence the potentially unruly Mobile Guard was molded into 
a disciplined military force that was willing to face down fellow workers in 
several confrontations in April and May- and to shoot them down when 
the insurrection broke out in June (Traugott 1985, 86-n3). 

Although the National Workshops were not a military force, Traugott 
uses Chorley's model in his analysis of their organizational history as well. 
The Workshops were actually organized on a military model-with squads, 
brigades, and companies and a uniformed officer corps. Emile Thomas, the 
youthful director of the Workshops, assured the unity of his officer corps 
by recruiting its upper echelons from students at the Ecole Centrale des 
Arts et Manufactures, a national engineering school of which he was an 
alumnus. Lower-level officers were chosen by election from the ranks but 
subjected to close administrative supervision. The unified officer corps not 
only enabled Thomas to maintain firm administrative control of the Work

shops but contributed to his personal popularity in the ranks. Thomas was 
.less successful in his efforts to overcome practical grievances-mainly be
cause the Workshops were never supplied with enough meaningful work 
to occupy their full contingent of unemployed laborers (about 120,000 by 
June). Nor could members of the workshops be separated fully from the 
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general population-they made up about a third of the working class of 
Paris and continued to live in their own neighborhoods. But Thomas 
did his best, insisting that members report to their brigades every day, 
whether they had work or not, and posting them to peripheral locations 
when there were demonstrations or political troubles. He also established 
a National Workshops political club, attempting with considerable success 
to isolate Workshop members from the political clubs of their neighbor-
hoods (148-65). ~' 

This surprisingly effective isolation, together with the unio/-~ of the 

officer corps and Thomas's personal popularity, assured the Workshops' 
political moderation until nearly the end of May and might have done so 
indefinitely had the government not decided to sack Thomas and phase 
out the Workshops. This drove the elected squad and brigade leaders to 
the left, released them from the political and organizational tutelage of 
Thomas and his loyal schoolmates, and transformed them from conduits 
of moderation into a revolutionary cadre (165-68). When the full destruc
tion of the Workshops was announced on June 21, they led their squads 
and brigades in armed revolt. In short, members of the National Work
shops and the Mobile Guard took opposite sides in June not because of 
divergent class backgrounds but because of the divergent organizational 
histories of the two institutions in the course of political events. 

Traugott justifiably concludes that the"organizational hypothesis" best 
explains the observed behavior. But the term organizational hypothesis, in 
my opinion, does not capture adequately the nature of Traugott's theoret
ical argument. The term implies that the organizational hypothesis is just 
another sociological hypothesis, that he is simply asking his reader to con
sider another explanatory factor parallel to class background, income, re
ligious preference, or cohort. In fact, he is asking for something much more 
radical: that sociologists entertain a new and essentially eventful form of 
explanatory argument. The organizational explanation of why the Na
tional Workshops rebelled and the Mobile Guard put down the rebellion 
is a causal narrative of how these institutions were shaped through time, 
and it has a characteristically eventful temporality. It incorporates path de
pendency: the timing of incidents crucially affects their consequences. The 
fact that the Mobile Guard's deeply felt grievance about lack of uniforms 
had been rectified well before June assured the Guard's loyalty to t~e gov
ernment. Had a revolt broken out before the resolution of this grievance 

)' 

it is uncertain whether the Guard would have followed orders to march 
against fellow workers. Traugott's temporality is also causally heteroge-
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neous. Consider the role of the Workshops' squad and brigade leaders, 
who formed the leadership cadre of the insurrection. Their positions of 
leadership were produced by Emile Thomas's paternalist strategy of culti
vating their personal and political loyalties and integrating them tightly 
into the Workshops' officer corps. This paternalism had the intended 
effect of assuring the moderation of the Workshop members as long as 
Thomas and his schoolmates ran the organization. But when Thomas was 
sacked, the squad and brigade leaders were also in position to organize the 
rank and file's resistance to the closing of the Workshops, by armed revolt 
if necessary. Paradoxically, the organizational structure erected by Thomas 
to ensure the workers' moderation had the effect of exacerbating the crisis 
when it came. In brief, the creation of this working-class organizational 
infrastructure changed the causal dynamics of the situation, greatly am
plifying the extent, intensity, and effectiveness of resistance to the govern
ment's closing of the Workshops. 

It should be clear that the temporality ofTraugott's account is interlaced 
with contingency. Like classical narrative historians, Traugott emphasizes 
the importance of significant persons. The Workshops were organized as 
they were largely because of the personal d~cisions of Emile Thomas, and 
his removal from the directorship was a decisive cause of their radicaliza .. 
tion. A forceful and magnetic person like Thomas, placed,in a position of 
strategic importance, can have a remarkable effect on the course of history. 
Conscious choice also figures importantly in Traugott's account. Thomas 
purposely drew his officer corps from his schoolmates so as to enhance its 
solidarity. The conservative government purposely provoked a crisis by 
abolishing the Workshops. For all these reasons, the course of events Trau
gott analyzes is contingent, not necessary. Had the government maintained 
the Workshops in existence and kept Thomas as their director, the insur
rection probably would never have happened. Had someone less capable 
been chosen as director, the revolt would probably have been less effective, 
but it might well have happened considerably earlier. 

Traugott's embrace of eventful temporality does not mean that he has 
abandoned sociology for narrative history. He is driven to eventful expla
nation by the austere logic of his sociological method, and he carefully 
specifies the structural limits within which timing, personality, choice, and 
contingency operate. Although he comes down in this case for eventful 
rather than etiological explanations, he does so not to dismiss etiological 
factors but to specify their mode of effectuation. Class, as he points out, 
may have an influence, but"any class-based propensities of actors are con-
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ditioned by a set of contingent organizational forces" (184). He is arguing 
not that history is a sequence of pure contingencies but that"an interven
ing [I would add eventful] level of analysis must demonstrate by what 
mechanisms macrosociological structures are converted into forms of con
sciousness and the probability of collective action" (189). Traugott's book, 
with its careful methodology and its focus on the relationship between 
structures and events, points the way toward an eventful sociology that re

mains an eventful sociology. 

KIMELDORF 1 S MULTIPLE REGISTERS OF CAUSATION 

Kimeldorf's book is a study of the divergent political evolution of long
shoremen's unions in New York City and on the West Coast from the 1930s 
through the 1950s. Kimeldorf, like Traugott, uses a strategy of paired com .. 
parison, combines narrative history with structural analysis, and provides 
powerful arguments for the significance of events in the shaping of work
ers' politics. Kimeldorf attempts to explain why East Coast and West 
Coast dockworkers, who did similar work under similar technological 
and economic conditions, nevertheless formed sharply contrasting labor 
unions, the durably socialist International Longshoremen's and Ware
housemen's Union (ILWU) on the West Coast and the politically conser
vative and chronically racket-ridden International Longshoremen's Asso
ciation (ILA) on the East Coast. 

Kimeldorf's explanation of the difference between the New Y9f,k and 
West Coast unions is complex, multicausal, and irreducibly historical. He 
shows that the differences cannot be attributed to any single, underlying 
factor, and that their historical roots go back well before the 1930s. The ex
planatory factors are of several different types. First, the recruitment and 
the cultures of the labor forces differed substantially. A high proportion of 
the West Coast longshoremen were recruited from the lumbering and sea
faring industries, which because of their work structures very commonly 
give rise to high levels of worker solidarity and class conflict, and certainly 
did so on the American West Coast in the early twentieth century. This la
bor force, whose prior work experience already inclined it to labor mili
tancy, was widely but only temporarily organized by the radical Industrial 
Workers of the World (IWW) in the r91os and 1920s. By the 1930s West 
Coast dockworkers already had been exposed to a radical work culture 
that made them ready to heed Harry Bridges's call (Kimeldorf 1988, 20-
37 ). These predisposing factors were entirely absent among the New York 
dockworkers, where the labor force was recruited from two successive 
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peasant immigrant groups, the Irish and Italians, who, by the 1930s, had 
established ethnically divided enclaves on the docks. Moreover, the politi
cal and work culture was far more conservative, dominated by the Catholic 
Church in the case of the Irish and by an exploitative (sometimes Mafia
ridden) padrone system in that of the Italians (37-50 ). 

These differences in labor recruitment were reinforced by differences 
in the ecology of the shipping business and consequentl~·in the class ca
pacities of shipping capitalists. On the West Coast, three American com
panies dominated the carrying trade, and they were consequently able to 
carry on a particularly ferocious and ultimately radicalizing battle against 
longshoremen's unions. In New York, the carrying trade was divided be
tween a larger number of American and European companies and a large 
government-owned line. This divided employer class was unable to sus
tain a unified front against longshore unions, and the companies therefore 
negotiated separate deals with different union locals (60-75). There were 
consequently structural factors of a demographic, cultural, and economic 
nature that made radical unionism more likely on the West Coast than in 
New York. 

But while these structural factors might have been sufficient to rule out 
radical unionism on the New York docks, they were hardly sufficient to 
guarantee it on the West Coast. In a chapter entitled"The Strategic Pivot;' 
Kimeldorf moves from relatively stable structural conditions to more con
tingent conjunctural and volitional causes. The conjuncture, largely shared 
by the two coasts, was the Depression and the new political climate and 
nationwide labor militancy it engendered. But the radical potential of this 
period was seized successfully on the West Coast and missed in New 
York largely because of the very different strategies of the two areas' Com
munist Parties. In San Francisco, which became the center of radical long
shore unionism, the local Communists ignored the national party's strat
egy of supporting separate left-wing unions, opting to develop a leftist 
force within the existing moderate union instead. The consequence was 
that the Communists and allied left-wingers such as Bridges were in a po
sition to assume leadership in the dramatic and violent strike of 1934 and 
move the rank and file definitively to the left1(81-92). By contrast, the New 
York party stuck obstinately to an utterly unsuccessful policy of separate 
left unionism and was thereby deprived of any chance to play a radicaliz
ing role in the New York strike movements of the same year (92-97). Fi
nally, the dramatic radicalization of the West Coast union was rendered 
enduring by the cultural codification of the "Big Strike" and "Bloody 
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Thursday" (July 51 1934), which was embodied in a highly self-conscious 
cohort of "'34 men" who remained a solid block of support for the leftist 
leadership right through the 1950s and whose prestige among the rank and 
file created a pervasively leftist and militant work culture on the docks 
(100-no). 

Kimeldorf's book, as I read it, provides a potentially generalizable model 
of explanation or interpretation in historical sociology, but that model re
mains largely implicit rather than theoretically voiced. The implicit model 
not only specifies multiple causes but sorts out what might be ch~facter
ized as different registers of causation: preexisting structural conditions 
(cultural, social, demographic, and economic); conjunctural conditions 
(such as the generalized labor militancy of the 1930s); and contingent stra
tegic or volitional actions. In certain respects, this recapitulates Fernand 
Braudel's distinction between three different types of histories based on 
three different scales of duration: structural history, associated with the 
study of geological, geographic, social, and mental structures that change 
only glacially; conjunctural history, associated with the study of economic 
and demographic cycles with durations of decades rather than centuries; 
and eventful history, associated with what he tended to regard as the 
ephemera of politics and to disdain as mere froth on the waves of history 
(Braudel 1958, 1966).Although the time scales ofBraudel's and Kimeldorf's 
histories are very different, both schemes tackle the crucial question of 
sorting out social processes with very different temporal rhythms. But 
whereas Braudel's three types of histories remain in their own distinct 
causal universes, Kimeldorf's registers of causation are brought together 
in the event, where the action of human subjects can reconfigure preexist
ing structures and conjunctures- by, for example, forming the solid block 
of influential' 34 men who maintained the leftism of the ILWU. Theorized 
as I have advocated here, Kimeldorf's account suggests a way of joining 
structure, conjuncture, and events in a common causal universe, one that 
centers on acting human subjects. 

Kimeldorf's discussion of how the Big Strike and the '34 men attained 
mythic stature raises another important theoretical issue, but once again 
the issue is not clearly voiced (Kimeldorf 1988, 109-10 ). The myth of the 
Big Strike arose in part from the actions of '34 men, who continually re
asserted a moral authority within the union. But the cult of' 34 was also 
fostered by official union policy, which prescribed annual work stoppages 
on July 5 to commemorate the union's formative battle. The Big Sq.rike, in 
other words, not only was an objectively important event in the formation 
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of a radical union but was also constructed as a subjectively important event 
by the radical union in subsequent months and years. This issue, which 
Kimeldorf discusses almost in passing, actually raises two fundamental 
theoretical points about events. First, Kimeldorf's account implies that the 
question of how events are retrospectively appropriated to institute and re
produce structures is just as important for historical sociology as the ques
tion of how conjunctures and strategic action makes transformative events 
possible in the first place.16 Second, the case of the '34 men shows that 
events transform structures largely by constituting and em powering new 
groups of actors or by reempowering existing groups in new ways. 

AN EVENTFUL SOCIOLOGY? 

Traugott and Kimeldorf have written exemplary historical sociologies in 
the eventful mode. The temporalities sketched out in their books are path 
dependent, causally heterogeneous, and contingent, and reconfiguration 
of structures by social action is at the core of their explanatory rnodels. 
Their books stand as an implicit challenge not only to mainstream sociol
ogy but also to mainstream historical sociology. But the challenge remains 
all too implicit. Although the theoretical modesty of these books is one of 
their most attractive rhetorical features, it nevertheless has limited their 
impact by causing them to be classified as little gems of sociological crafts
manship rather than as field-transforming blockbusters. My effort in this 
essay has been to point out the largely unvoiced theoretical implications of 
these books and to show why their arguments actually constitute a deeper 
challenge to the reigning"scientific" orthodoxy of sociology than those of 
the far more assertive historical sociologists who work in the teleological 
and experimental modes. 

Eventful sociology of the sort produced by Traugott and Kimeldorf 
challenges the "scientific" orthodoxy on several fundamental questions. It 
implicitly suggests that sociology's epic quest for social laws is illusory, 
whether the search is for timeless truths about all societies, ineluctable 
trends of more limited historical epochs, or inductively derived laws of cer
tain classes of social phenomena. Social processes, it implies, are inher
ently contingent, discontinuous, and open-ended. Big and ponderous so
cial processes are never entirely immune from being transformed by small 
alterations in volatile local social processes."Structures" are constructed by 

16. For an illuminating study of the political and cultural construction and reconstruction of 

events, see Coronil and Skurski (1991). 
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human action, and"societies" or"social formations" or"social systems" are 
continually shaped and reshaped by the creativity and stubbornness of 
their human creators. 

All of this implies that adequate eventful accounts of social processes 
will look more like well-made stories or narratives than like laws of physics. 
An eventful historical sociology would come to resemble history ever more 
closely. It is worth noting, in this connection, that both Traugott's and 
Kimeldorf's books read much like works by social historians. Tradition
ally, historical sociologists have regarded historians as useful drones more 
than as genuine intellectual collaborators. Historians would do the te
dious work of collecting archival data and producing narratives; historical 
sociologists would utilize the narratives as raw material for their grander 
and more theoretically sophisticated analyses. The current generation of 
historical sociologists has already followed historians into the archives. If 
they are to construct an eventful sociology, they will increasingly have to 
look to historians and their narratives for theoretical inspiration as well. 

Yet if historical sociology should be involved in more and deeper con
versations with history, it will almost certainly continue to be recognizable 
as sociology. It is important to note that Traugott's and Kimeldorf's narra
tives and my theorizations of them retain sociology's traditional concern 
with cause. This is so even if they inflect the usage of cause and causality 
from the highly abstract and generalizing conceptualizations common in 
"scientific" sociology toward their more singular and contingent usages in 
ordinary speech, where giving a causal account of something usuaUr,:_weans 
telling a story about how it came to be. Traugott's and Kimeldorf's work 
shows that a concern with causal regularities of a recognizably sociological 
sort is crucial to elaborating a convincing narrative of why things happened 
as they did. Without Traugott's careful quantitative test of the etiological 
explanation of differences between the Workshops and the Guards, his 
eventful explanation in terms of organizational histories would have been 
merely plausible rather than compelling. And Kimeldorf's analysis of the 
structural differences between the East and West Coast shipping indus
tries and of the different social origins of East and West Coast dockwork
ers establishes the ground on which the different strategies of organizers 
operated. The accounts elaborated by both Traugott and Kimeldorf com
bine diverse causal registers and diverse temporal rhythms. They continue 
to use conventional structural or etiological strategies of explanation, but 
these strategies are subsumed in their work within a larger eventful ex
planatory framework. 



II2 CHAPTER THREE 

This selective appropriation of conventional sociological arguments 
and methods seems to me the proper strategy. I believe that historical so
ciology- perhaps sociology as a whole- should be remade in an eventful 
mode, and I believe that such a remaking would constitute a radical de
parture from current practices. But I also believe that a reconfiguration of 
sociology could only succeed by appropriating and subsuming existing 
modes of sociological analysis, just as Traugott and Kimeldorf appropriate 
and subsume structural and etiological causality. In this spirit, I have tried, 
in my own critiques of Wallerstein, Tilly, and Skocpol, to show that adopt
ing an eventful approach would not require jettisoning all works that have 
employed teleological or experimental conceptions of temporality. In
stead, I have tried to show how classical teleological and experimental 
studies might be rethought, seeking out the valuable eventful analyses that 
have up to now been masked by misconstrued scientific rhetoric. I think 
we need to rehabilitate such works as The Modern World System, The Vendee, 

and States and Social Revolutions as rhetorically flawed masterworks of 
eventful sociology. Likewise, rather than rejecting comparative method, 
we need to strip it of inappropriate scientific rhetoric and rethink it as a 
means of theorizing causal narratives through looping contexts of discov
ery. The construction of an eventful sociology will require a collective re
thinking of the discipline by many scholars. Success in this venture, in 
my opinion, will hinge on a closer intellectual collaboration of sociologists 
with historians, anthropologists, political scientists, and others who are 
themselves engaged in parallel rethinkings. 

I would suggest that enlightening analogies with the eventful sociology 
I have been advocating in this essay might be found in at least one branch 
of contemporary natural science: paleontology. I am hesitant to make this 
suggestion, because I believe that the development of the social sciences 
has been bedeviled from the beginning by attempts to adopt the methods 
and explanatory strategies of supposedly higher or more mature scientific 
disciplines. But the analogy with paleontology-more specifically, with 
the version of paleontology set forth by Steven Jay Gould in Wonderful Life 

(1989)-seems particularly compelling. The stories of animal evolution 
that Gould recounts in this book are resolutely narrative and contingent. 
Indeed, he hails contingency as "the central principle of all history"-in
cluding, of course, natural history (283). A historical explanation, he goes 
on, "does not rest on direct: deductions from laws of nattlre, but on an un
predictable sequence of antecedent states, where any major change in any 
step of the sequence would have altered the final result. This final result is 
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therefore dependent, or contingent, upon everything that came before
the unerasable and determining signature of history" (283). The analogy 
with natural history as elaborated in Wonderful Life is made all the more at
tractive by Gould's own insistence that scientists need to consider literary 
and historical narratives as models for their own investigation of evolu
tionary biology. Remarking that"the theme of contingency, so poorly un
derstood and explored by science, has long been a mainstay of literature" 
( 285), Gould recommends such novels as Fatal Inversion by Barbara Vine 
[Ruth Rendell] (1987) and Galapagos by Kurt Vonnegut (1985) as exemplary 
texts on the nature of history. ,.11~~ 

Citing paleontology as a scientific warrant for eventful sociology might 
effectively serve the usual purpose of keeping mainstream colleagues at 
bay by showing that one's work falls within the sacred precinct of science. 
After all, the tactic of claiming proper scientific cover for one's procedures 
may sometimes be unavoidable-especially when the person adopting the 
rhetorical shield is untenured. But the beauty of invoking the paleonto
logical analogy is that this ritual bow toward science also serves the pur
pose of challenging the conventional assumptions not only of sociology 
but of science itself. Here is an authentic, exact, and flourishing natural 
science whose model of explanation resembles that of history and fiction 
rather than physics. To cite the paleontological model is to argue for the 
diversity of modes of knowing-as Gould's own plea for a"new taxonomic 
arrangement of plurality among the sciences" makes clear. Gould argues 
that"we shall never be able to appreciate the full range and meaning of sci
ence until we shatter the stereotype of ordering by status [with physics at 
the top) and understand the different forms of historical explanation as ac ... 
tivities equal in merit to anything done by physics or chemistry" (281). 
Carefully constructed causal narrative, Gould insists, has as much right to 
claim the laurels of science as mathematical deduction and statistical cal ... 
culation. This surely is as true for sociology as it is for biology. 

POSTSCRIPT: MACROHISTORY AND 

EVENTFUL TEMPORALITY 

I have long been aware that the argument presented in this chapter has a 
logical flaw. The flaw is that both of my examples of eventful sociology are 
studies of social processes relatively limited in time and space. These ex
amples therefore cannot demonstrate that eventful forms of analysis are 
necessary for understanding large-scale or" macro historical" processes. A 
defender of what I characterize as teleological or experimental f6'l"ms of 
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temporal argument might well agree that local historical episodes like the 
Parisian June Days of 1848 and the formation of the radical San Francisco 
longshoremen's union in the 1930s are inherently susceptible to eventful 
analysis, but that this is so only because of their limited spatial and tem
poral scope. When a social change is limited to a particular time and place, 
so the argument would go, it is hardly surprising that local particularities 
strongly influence the outcome. But when the changes in question are 
larger in scale and span a longer period, the perturbations introduced by 
events will tend to be ironed out and underlying or general causal relations 
will manifest themselves. This argument derives its plausibility, I believe, 
from a kind of analogy with standard statistical methodology. Firmer sta
tistical conclusions can be reached on the basis of a large number of cases 
than on the basis of a few because purely idiosyncratic variations in the 
cases will tend to be averaged out, enabling the underlying statistical 
regularities to emerge. Similarly, in macro-level processes-which are in 
a sense composed of a multitude of micro-level processes-the more fun
damental tendencies at work in a situation will win out. If we want to ex
plain why the San Francisco docks produced "Reds" and the New York 
docks produced rackets, we need to look at peculiarities of events on the 
San Francisco and New York waterfronts, but if we want to explain why 
there was a general surge of unionization .in America in the 1930s, or why 
trade unions arise in industrialized countries more generally, we must look 
at more general causal factors. Likewise, a sociological el(planation of the 
June Days or the Vendee revolt might indeed require eventful analysis, but 
this would not be true of a study of the entire course of the French Revo
lution from 1786 to 1815, let alone of the worldwide rise of capitalism be
tween 1500 and 1800. The implication of this reasoning is that although 
eventful analysis may be appropriate to the type of temporally and spa
tially limited questions typically favored by historians, truly sociological 
analyses, aiming to establish general laws or robust generalizations, will be 
required when the topic is the sort of macro-sociology favored by histori
cal sociologists ever since Weber. 

What is needed to refute such an argument is a work of sociology that 
successfully and consistently employs eventful temporal assumptions at a 
macro time scale. I shall argue in this postscript that Michael Mann's im
pressive, indeed, daunting, The Sources of Social Power (1986, 1993), which 
traces the changing forms of social power from prehistory to World War 
I, is precisely such a work. Mann's arguments demonstrate that social tem
porality is eventful at even the most macro of all historical levels, in the 
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centuries-long process of the development of world civilizations. This is 
particularly evident in his first volume, which traces the development of 
the various forms of social power over the millennia stretching from pre
history to the eve of the Industrial Revolution. 

Mann's account indicates that the emergence of the social forms we call 
"civilization"-the cluster of innovations that includes cities, writing, 
states, extensive division of labor, and permanent social stratification
was a striking example of eventful temporality on the macro time scale. 
These social forms emerged first in Mesopotamia in the early fourth mil
lenilium s.c., but also are generally considered to have appeared inde
pendently in Egypt later in the fourth millennium B.c., in the Indus valley 
in the third millennium s.c., in China in the second millennium s.c., 
in the valley of Mexico in the first millennium A.D., in the central Andes in 
the second millennium A.D., and, perhaps (the independence of this case is 
disputed), in Minoan Crete in the second millennium s.c. The emergence 
of civilization, according to Mann, was contingent, not necessary. Settled 
agriculture, the technical prerequisite for the emergence of civilization, 
had been present for several millennia before civilization appeared. Arche
ological remains make it clear that relatively complex social units capable 
of coordinating the labor of large numbers of people-we might think of 
them as proto-states-emerged repeatedly and over an immense geo
graphical sweep in prehistory, but that such developments almost never 
led to a breakthrough to civilization. Examples of such archeological re
mains would be the great stone monuments at Stonehenge in England or 
on Easter Island, or the massive earthworks that dot indigenous North 
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America. None of these could have been built without a considerable and 
sustained concentration of labor, which implies the existence of a relatively 
centralized authority structure of some sort (1986, 63-64). Yet it was only 
in five or six cases in the entire experience of humankind that the emer
gence of such levels of social coordination proved irreversible, leading to 
the development of the historical civilizations. The archeological record 
seems to indicate that human societies advanced to what in retrospect 
looks like the edge of civilization countless times without making the leap. 
Why was the breakthrough to civilization so rare? 

Mann's answer to this question stresses the contingency of the emer
gence of civilization. It appears that one can speak of a general dynamic of 
social evolution operating in Paleolithic human societies, one that resulted 
in a development from hunter-gatherer societies to agricultural and herd
ing societies, and that frequently gave rise to what he calls rank-stratified 
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societies with embryonic states and social hierarchies-such as those ob
served by early European travelers or later anthropologists in parts of 
southern and eastern Africa or Polynesia. But these rank-stratified soci
eties showed no general tendency to develop further into civilizations. In
deed, it was far more common for them to rise and fall over time, decaying 
into the seemingly "lower" form of egalitarian kin-centered or village
centered societies. The general tendency seems to have been one of evolu
tion up to a certain level of complexity and then a cyclical pattern, stopping 
short of the emergence of cities, writing, states, extensive division of labor, 
and permanent social stratification. The reason for this seemingly stunted 
pattern, Mann hypothesizes, is that the monarchs or chieftains in such so
cial orders lacked the power resources to impose enduring authority over 
their subordinates or to establish systems of stratification that perma
nently denied resources to the less favored categories. This is because the 
ruled normally had the option of escape from the emerging authority rela
tions, either by physical flight to areas beyond the would-be despot's con
trol or by switching their loyalty to an alternative chief who would offer 
them better conditions. Unless the subordinate groups could be physically 
caged, prevented somehow from moving elsewhere when disgruntled, the 
systematic oppressions without which civilization was impossible could 
not develop. 

It w1s only in a tiny handful of cases, when rank societies emerged in 
spatial locations where populations could be encaged, that people could be 
induced or forced to submit to the permanent authority of a monarch or 
an aristocracy. It was for this reason that most pristine civilizations-this 
was true of Mesopotamia, Egypt, the Indus valley, and China-emerged 
in flood-fertilized river valleys. Such valleys could support a denser popu
lation than other areas. And once irrigation was introduced, the popula
tion could get so dense and so dependent on the peculiarities of irrigated 
agriculture that the possibility of escape was effectively closed off. This 
was especially true when, as in Mesopotamia, Egypt, and the Indus Valley, 
the surrounding unirrigated regions were relatively arid and therefore in
capable of supporting anything like the population densities of the river 
valleys. The population was therefore encaged, having no possibility of 
escape when certain families, clans, or dynasties managed to obtain and 
enforce rights to expropriate a portion of the agricultural surplus. Once a 
surplus could be accumulated in the hands of ruling groups, it became pos
sible to build larger cities:; palaces, temples, and fortifications, and for 
specialized classes of craftsmen, priests, and administrators to emerge. In 
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such circumstances, writing was invented-initially, it would seem, to 
keep track of the complicated fl.ow of resources. The emergence of civi .. 

lizations was made possible only by quite contingent environmental con .. 

ditions that encaged the population, and the development of collective 
powers and productivity by means of civilization further enhanced the ini .. 

tial caging. But it was also true that the power techniques made possible 
by the initial caging-for example, more refined handicrafts, superior 
military organization, identification of gods with authority structures, 
storage and redistribution of surplus grain, administration of tribute and 

enforcement of property rights by means of writing-eventually became 
so formidable that they could be employed to encage populations and in .. 
crease collective power resources even in regions where the initial envi .. 
ronmental conditions were absent. Thus civilization, initiated as a conse .. 
quence of the contingent encaging of a few river .. valley populations, could 
spread to Anatolia, Persia, the Eastern Mediterranean, the Indian subcon
tinent, Japan, North Africa, South-East Asia, or Europe, and eventually to 
the entire world. 

At first glance, this account might seem similar to Wallerstein's "big 
bang" theory of the emergence of capitalism, where an initial break .. 
through leads to an ineluctable evolutionary development. But there are 
fundamental differences. In the first place, there was not one big bang but 
five or six, and the trajectories of the different pristine civilizations were 
quite variable-ranging from the Indus Valley civilization, which seems to 
have been remarkably unchanging for several centuries and then collapsed 

without a trace, to China and Mesopotamia, which proved to be highly dy .. 
namic and expansive, although in very different ways. A second, more fun
damental, difference has to do with spatial assumptions. Wallerstein tells 
us that he was driven to his concept of the "modern world-system" by the 
recognition that nation-states, which most social scientists take as their 
units of analysis under the label of "societies;' were not independently 
evolving wholes but always part of a larger complex. His solution to this 
problem was to identify the larger"world-system;' rather than the nation .. 

state components, as the evolving and bounded"society" (1974, 7). Waller .. 
stein rejected the sociologists' tacit assumption that"society" is equivalent 
to the nation-state, but he nevertheless projected many of the characteris .. 
tics of the nation-state-society-its boundedness, its singularity, its law

fulness, its evolutionary tendencies-onto the wider geographical scale of 

the world-system. 
Mann, who also recognizes the inadequacy of the social scientists' im .. 
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plicit equation of the society with the nation-state, takes a much more rad
ical position: that unitary"societies" simply do not exist, or exist only as a 
limiting case. Societies, he writes, "are not unitary. They are not social sys
tems ••• ; they are not totalities •••• Because there is no system, no total
ity, there cannot be 'subsystems; 'dimensions,' or 'levels' of such a total
ity •••• Because there is no bounded totality, it is not helpful to divide 
social change into 'endogenous' and 'exogenous' varieties. Because there is 
no social system, there is no 'evolutionary' process within it:' What we call 
societies are in fact "constituted of multiple overlapping and intersecting 
sociospatial networks of power" (1986, l). Mann specifies four distinct 
forms of power-ideological, economic, political, and military. These four 
types of networks of power rarely coincide spatially, and are, in any case, 
normally internally heterogeneous and spatially uneven as well (22-28). 
There have been a few rare historical instances when these diverse so
ciospatial networks of power have largely coincided, resulting in a reason
ably well-bounded and largely unitary society. The modern nation-state 
has come closer to this unitary type than most previous social formations, 
although their boundedness has always been more an ideological claim 
than an organizational reality. In fact, the best historical example of a uni
tary society may well be one of the earliest civilizations, Egypt under the 
Old and Middle Kingdoms. There the narrow irrigated trench formed by 
the Nile, which was surrounded by virtually uninhabited deserts, made 
possible a unified, formally despotic, and remarkably unchanging society, 
one in which all four types of network of social power tended to coincide 
spatially ( 108-15). This splendid isolation was ended only when Egypt was 
impinged upon by the more expansive form of civilization originating in 
Mesopotamia and by the rising maritime civilizations of the Phoenicians 
and Greeks. It was, thus, only at the dawn of civilization and in the ab
solutely unique ecological situation of the Nile Valley that such a bounded 
society with such isomorphic power-networks could exist. The norm has 
been something very different: societies that are "confederal" rather than 
unitary and in which power-networks are diverse, overlapping, and non

isomorphic (16-17). 

It should be obvious that a conception of societies as concatenations of 
overlapping organizational networks, rather than as tightly integrated so
cial systems, builds in the possibility of contingent temporal conjunctures 
between such networks-which in turn builds in the possibility of his
torical transformations. Mann's conceptualization of the spatial form of 
social relations, in other words, is closely connected to his thinking about 
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the temporalities of social life. His arguments about historical change in 
civilizational development consistently hinge precisely upon changing 
conjunctures between spatially distinct power networks. One type of con
junction that figures prominently in Mann's account is relations between 
the political and military cores of various civilizations and the "marcher 
lords" that typically spring up on the civilizations' peripheries. The 
marcher lords-whether pastoralists on the edges of Mesopotamian or 
Chinese civilizations or Germanic tribes on the borders of the Roman 
Empire-were on the one hand essential allies of the rulers of the civi
lizational core and at the same time dangerous rivals who appropriated 
power techniques from the core that could be turned against them in mo
ments of political disarray. But the effects of marcher lord triumph over 
the core have also varied from case to case. In Mesopotamia, from the time 
of Sargon of Akkad (around 2300 s.c.) at least through the Kassite dy
nasty some one thousand years later, a succession of imperial decay, 
marcher lord conquest, and imperial restructuring resulted in a gradually 
ascending spiral of power development ( 130-68 ); in China, after about 
A.O. lOOo, the victorious marcher lords were quickly Sinicized and ritually 
endowed with the "Mandate of Heaven;' leading to a pattern more cyclical 
than ascending (501-2); in Rome the victory of the Germanic barbarian 
tribes resulted in a total collapse of imperial power and in sustained eco
nomic and social devolution, at least in the Western half of the Empire 
(292-95). Although marcher lords were troublesome everywhere, the 
effects of their relations with the civilizational core depended on the par
ticular ecologies, organizational forms, military technologies, and ideolo-
gies operating in each case. n, 

A second type of historical conjuncture of organizational networks is 
what Mann calls the development of interstitial ideologies, ideologies that 
are elaborated along networks distinct from but nevertheless dependent 
upon the official circuits of political power. Examples are the flowering of 
universalistic scientific and philosophical speculation in a Greek civiliza
tion politically organized into scores of independent but commercially in
terlinked city-states (206-7, 2n-16); the rise of Hinduism and caste or
ganization in an India chronically divided into rival kingdoms (348-63); 

and the rise and spread of Christianity through the medium of urban trad
ing networks in the aristocratic and despotic Roman Empire (301-35). If 
the spatio-temporal dynamics of civilizational cores and marcher lords 
took a core-periphery form, the rise of interstitial ideologies had to do 
with the elaboration over essentially the same civilizational space of dis-
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tinctly shaped, if overlapping, power networks. And the historical destiny 
of these interstitially developing ideologies was, obviously enough, ex
tremely various. According to Mann's account, Hinduism helped consti
tute an exceptionally static Indian civilization, Christianity contributed to 
the undermining of Rome and then became the integument of an excep
tionally dynamic European civilization, and Greek thought served, suc
cessively and in part simultaneously, as a crucial element of the Roman 
elite ideology, the philosophical framework of Christian theology, and the 
foundation of dynamic scientific developm1ent in Arabic and then Euro
pean thought. 

It should be evident from the examples I have cited that Mann's macro
history is consistent with what I have called an eventful conception of tem
porality. His macrohistory certainly assumes global contingency. Indeed, 
it shows how contingencies arise over and over again out of unevenly de
veloping, overlapping, and non-isomorphic power networks. It also incor
porates path dependency, with the subsequent history of civilizations 
fundamentally conditioned by developments that arose from previous 
contingencies. And his causalities are temporally heterogeneous. For ex
ample, a level of popular discontent that would have resulted in the col
lapse and dissipation of centralized power resources before the effective 
encagement of the population would have no such effect once the power 
networks that constitute "civilization" had been formed. Or, when Sargon 
of Akkad showed that a standing army of 5,400 men, properly deployed, 
could effectively subdue the whole of Mesopotamia, military power be
came for the first time, and remained for well over a millennium, the lead
ing edge of civilizational development (133-55). 

As can be seen by both of these examples, Mann has a very strong sense 
of the irreversibility of historical time. Indeed, this leads him to a trench
ant critique of many of his fellow historical sociologists, who, he claims, 
treat as equivalent regimes that come from very different eras with differ
ent levels and dynamics of power development ( 167-74 ). The problem, he 
says explicitly, is that the historical sociologists are not sufficiently histori
cal."My criticism of the methodology of the comparative sociology of an
cient empires;' he says, "is not the 'typical historian's' objection that every 

case is unique. Though this is true, it does not preclude comparison and 
generalization. It is rather that comparative analysis should also be histori
cal. Each case develops temporally, and this dynamic must itself be part of 
our explanation of its structure" (173-74). Although Mann uses compari
son-very deftly, in my opinion-throughout his study,,_ he properly in-
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sists that he is above all a historical rather than a comparative sociologist. He 
employs comparison not to establish causal laws that hold across a variety 
of supposedly equivalent cases, but to find analogies that help him to bet
ter theorize and explain the historical developments in each case. Th us, for 
example, he uses studies of the logistics of Roman and Macedonian armies' 
to work out the possibilities and limitations of military power in the ear
lier Akkadian armies (139-40 ). And he establishes the unique dependence 
of the Greek hoplite military formation on the political and social solidar
ity of the polis by showing that unlike virtually all previous and subsequent 
military innovations-he mentions Sargon's commissary, the chariot, cav
alry with saddle and stirrups, the Swiss pike phalanx, and gunpowder
this one could not be taken up by those against whom it was devastatingly 
employed, in this case the Persians (202). Mann, in my opinion, eniploys 
comparison in the way I argue it should be used: to generate propositions 
whose potential generality is tested by their ability to illuminate the con
junctural unfolding of analogous causal processes in the cases at hand. 

Mann's The Sources of Social Power demonstrates to my satisfaction that 
an eventful conception of temporality is no less necessary for studies of 
macrohistory than for studies of much more local developments. But, as 
we should expect, it also suggests some questions and perspectives not 
raised by the Traugott and Kimmeldorf books. First, as I have already 
mentioned, Mann's study points out the interconnections between con
ceptualizations of time and of space. He convinces me that an eventful 
conception of temporality implies a conception of social space made up of 
multiple, uneven, overlapping, and non-isomorphic networks rather than 
of social systems. Second, by greatly stretching out the time scale of his
torical sociology, Mann's study raises questions about the key category of 
events. He certainly does recognize the macro-sociological significance of 
certain happenings that historians would immediately recognize as events, 
such as Sargon's conquest of Sumerian Mesopotamia or the defeat of the 
Persians by the Greeks at Thermopylae. But when one is dealing with mil .. 
lennial time.-scales, some of what historians or sociologists might think of 
as gradual processes or trends begin to look like events. Examples would 
be the initial caging of populations that led to the emergence of civilization 
in the first place, or the development of iron smelting in Anatolia, Europe, 
and the Mediterranean, processes that took centuries to accomplish but 
that marked decisive breaks with previous history and brought about con
tingent but profound and irreversible structural transformations. This 
implies that the temporality of the theoretical category "event" is not self-
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evident but rather must be constructed theoretically in relation to the 
time-scale of the processes being studied. 

A third and final issue raised by Mann's work concerns the directional

ities of historical change. Historians, in particular, are very chary about at
tributing long-term directionalities because doing so seems to smack of the 
evolutionary teleology so common in nineteenth-century thought and still, 
as I have argued, all too present in contemporary historical sociology. 
Mann is a thoroughgoing critic of evolutionary theories of history, in part 
because he feels that such theories by definition assume bounded unitary 
societies or social systems as their units. But Mann's distaste for evolution
ary theories does not mean that he avoids questions of directionality. In
deed, one of his major questions is how power resources develop, both 
within given civilizations and over the history of mankind as a whole. He 
attempts to give this question a sustained answer in the final chapter of vol
ume I, entitled "Patterns of World-Historical Development in Agrarian 
Societies" (518-41 ). First, he sees a general tendency for power resources to 
increase, at least since the initial breakthrough to civilization. Over the 
course of the millennia since that time, power resources have both tended 
to spread over wider areas (as they are copied by those on the margins) and 
to increase in both intensive and extensive reach. The tendency to develop 
was not monotonic and there were certainly major centuries-long setbacks 
in given regions of the world, but on the whole human power has tended 
to grow-as is evidenced by the general long-run upward tendency of 
global population even before the demographic spurt that accompanied 
the Industrial Revolution. This is due largely to the fact that "once in
vented, the major infrastru~tural techniques seem almost never to have 
disappeared from human practice" (534). Social power, Mann tells us, cu
mulated over time. 

However, the patterns of power development differed profoundly in 
dynamics and rythms in different times and places. "Historical accidents" 
continually deflected development from any given path (531-32). There are 
distinct shapes to history "only because real men and women impose pat
terns. They attempt to control the world and increase their rewards within 
it by setting up power organizations of varying but patterned types and 
strengths. These power struggles are the principal patternings of history, 
but their outcomes have often been close-run" (532). The patterns that re
sult from such struggles vary both over time and over space. In the end, 
Mann's book, like so many others, is searching for the macrohistorical so
ciologist's golden fleece, the reason why capitalism and industrialization 
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emerged in the West. He is, therefore, particularly sensitive to the differ
ent levels and kinds of developmental dynamics in different civiliza
tions-the dynamism of early Mesopotamia by comparison with the ex
traordinary stability of early Egypt or the social stasis of caste-ridden India 
versus the long-term economic dynamism of feudal Europe. His analyses 
of the various civilizations' developmental tendencies are fascinating, rich, 
and consistently eventful. I, for one, am skeptical of certain aspects of his 
account of the rise of European power-which would be a subject for 
quite another essay. But Mann absolutely convinces me that an eventful 
sociology should not, indeed must not, eschew the issue of the develop
mental dynamics of societies. This immense and immensely important 
question must be wrested from teleological theories and subjected, as 
Mann has attempted to do in this brave and powerful book, to genuinely 
historical and eventful analyses. 



A THEORY OF STRUCTURE 

Duality, Agency, and Transformation 

"Structure" is one of the most important and most elusive terms in the 
vocabulary of current social science. The concept is central not only 

in such eponymous schools as structural functionalism, structuralism, 
and post-structuralism, but in virtually all tendencies of social scientific 
thought. But if social scientists find it impossible to do without the term 
"structure;' we also find it nearly impossible to define it adequately. Many 
of us have surely had the experience of being asked by a "naive" student 
what we mean by structure, and then finding it embarrassingly difficult to 
define the term without using the word"structure" or one of its variants in 
its own definition. Sometimes we find what seems to be an acceptable syn
onym- for example, "pattern"-but all such synonyms lack the original's 
rhetorical force. When it comes to indicating that a relation is powerful or 
important it is certainly more convincing to designate it as "structural" 
than as "patterning:' 

The term structure empowers what it designates. Structure, in its nom
inative sense, always implies structure in its transitive verbal sense. What
ever aspect of social life we designate as structure is posited as''structuring" 
some other aspect of social existence-whether it is class that structures 

This chapter was originally published with the same title in the American Journal of Sociology 
98 (r99z): I-29. This chapter benefited, during its many revisions, from the careful reading and 
constructive criticism of a large number of friends and colleagues. Although I have sometimes 
failed to heed their good advice, I am grateful to Elizabeth Anderson, Jeffrey Alexander, Ronald 
Aminzade, Renee Anspach, Terry Boswell, Peggy Evans, Neil Fligstein, Steven Gudeman, 
Ronald Herring, Ronald Inden, David Laitin, Barbara Laslett, Michael Kennedy, Sherry Ortner, 
Sylvia Pedraza, Joan Scott, Ellen Sewell, Theda Skocpol, Ann Swidler, John Urry, Lo'ic Wac~ 
quant, and several anonymous reviewers. 
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politics, gender that structures employment opportunities, rhetorical con
ventions that structure texts or utterances, or modes of production that 
structure social formations. Structure operates in social scientific dis
course as a powerful metonymic device, identifying some part of a complex 
social reality as explaining the whole. It is a word to conjure with in the 
social sciences. In fact, structure is less a precise concept than a kind of 
founding or epistemic metaphor of social scientific-and scientific-dis
course.1 For this reason, no formal definition can succeed in fixing the 
term's meaning: the metaphor of structure continues its essential if some
what mysterious work in the constitution of social scientific knowledge 
despite theorists' definitional efforts. 

There are, nevertheless, three problems in the current use of the term 
that make self-conscious theorizing about the meanings of structure seem 
worthwhile. The most fundamental problem is that structural or struc
turalist arguments tend to assume a far too rigid causal determinism in so
cial life. Those features of social existence denominated as structures tend 
to be reified and treated as primary, hard, and immutable, like the girders 
of a building, while the events or social processes they structure tend to be 
seen as secondary and superficial, like the outer"skin" of a skyscraper, or as 
mutable within ''hard" structural constraints, like the layout of offices on 
floors defined by a skeleton of girders. What tends to get lost in the lan
guage of structure is the efficacy of human action-or"agency;' to use the 
currently favored term. Structures tend to appear in social scientific dis
course as impervious to human agency, to exist apart from, but neverthe
less to determine the essential shape of, the strivings and motivated trans
actions that constitute the experienced surface of social life. A social 
science trapped in an unexamined metaphor of structure tends to reduce 
actors to cleverly programmed automatons. A second and closely related 
problem with the notion of structure is that it makes dealing with change 
awkward. The metaphor of structure implies stability. For this reason, 
structural language lends itself readily to explanations of how social life is 
shaped into consistent patterns, but not to explanations of how these pat
terns change over time. In structural discourse, change is commonly located 
outside of structures, either in a telos of history, in notions of breakdown, 
or in influences exogenous to the system in questions. Consequently, mov-

r. The term"structure" seems to play an essentially identical role in the natural sciences. Such 
usages originated, as far as I am aware, in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century botany, from 
which they spread to other natural and social sciences (see Foucault 1971, 132-38). 
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ing from questions of stability to questions of change tends to involve awk
ward epistemological shifts. 

The third problem is of a rather different order: the term structure is 
used in apparently contradictory senses in different social scientific dis
courses, particularly in sociology and anthropology. Sociologists typically 
contrast "structure" to "culture:' Structure, in normal sociological usage, 
is thought of as "hard" or"material" and therefore as primary and determin
ing, whereas culture is regarded as "soft" or "mental" and therefore as sec
ondary or derived. By contrast, semiotically inclined social scientists, most 
particularly anthropologists, regard culture as the preeminent site of 
structure. In typical anthropological usage, the term structure is assumed 
to refer to the realm of culture, except when it is modified by the adjective 
''social:' As a consequence, social scientists as different in outlook as Theda 
Skocpol and Marshall Sahlins can be designated as ''structuralists" by their 
respective disciplines. Sociologists and anthropologists, in short, tend to 
visualize the nature and location of structure in sharply discrepant, indeed 
mutually incompatible, ways.2 

In view of all these problems with the notion of structure, it is tempt
ing to conclude that the term should simply be discarded. But this, I think, 
is impossible: structure is so rhetorically powerful and pervasive a term 
that any attempt to legislate its abolition would be futile. Moreover, the 
notion of structure does denominate, however problematically, something 
very important about social relations: the tendency of patterns of relations 
to be reproduced, even when actors engaging in relations are unaware of 
the patterns or do not desire their reproduction. In my opinion, the notion 
of structure neither could nor should be banished from the discourse of 
social science. But it does need extensive rethinking. This chapter will at
tempt to develop a theory of structure that overcomes the three cardinal 
weaknesses of the concept as it is normally employed in social science. The 
theory will attempt (r) to recognize the agency of social actors, (2) to build 
the possibility of change into the concept of structure, and (3) to overcome 
the divide between semiotic and materialist visions of structure. My strat-

2. This bifurcation of the meaning of structure especially inhibits communication between 

two groups of social scientists whose current projects seem convergent but who have thus far 
paid little attention to one another: the growing band of sociologists who are examining the cul

tural dimensions of social life and the anthropologists who are insisting on the importance of 

power and practice in understanding culture. For an assessment of the mushrooming field of cul

tural sociology, see Lamont and Wuthnow (1990). For trends in current anthropology, see the 
remarks of Ortner (1984, 144-60 ). 
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egy will be to begin from what I regard as the most promising existing 
formulations-Anthony Giddens's notion of "the duality of structure" 
and, at a later point in the argument, Pierre Bourdieu's concept of habi
tus- and to develop a more adequate theory by means of critique, refor
mulation, and elaboration.3 

THE DUALITY OF STRUCTURE: A CRITIQUE AND 

REFORMULATION OF GIDDENS 1S THEORY 

The most sustained effort at reconceptualizing structure in recent social 
theory has been made by Anthony Giddens, who has been insisting since 
the mid-197os that structures must be regarded as "dual" (Giddens 1976, 
1979, 1981, 1984). By this he means that they are "both the medium and 
the outcome of the practices which constitute social systems" (Giddens 
1981, 27). Structures shape people's practices, but it is also people's practices 
that constitute (and reproduce) structures. In this view of things, 1b,uman 
agency and structure, far from being opposed, in fact presuppose each other. 
Structures are enacted by what Giddens calls "knowledgeable" human 
agents (i.e., people who know what they are doing and how to do it), and 
agents act by putting into practice their necessarily structured knowledge. 
Hence, "structures must not be conceptualized as simply placing con .. 
straints on human agency, but as enabling" (Giddens 1976, 161). This con
ception of human agents as "knowledgeable" and "enabled" implies that 
those agents are capable of putting their structurally formed capacities to 
work in creative or innovative ways. And if enough people, or even a few 
people who are powerful enough, act in innovative ways, their action may 
have the consequence of transforming the very structures that gave them 
the capacity to act. Dual structures therefore are potentially mutable. It is 
no accident that Giddens calls his theory''the theory of structuration;' in
dicating by this neologism that"structure" must be regarded as a process, 
not as a steady state. 

As a theoretically self-conscious social historian, I find Giddens's no
tion of the duality of structure particularly congenial. Much of the best 
social history of the past forty years has adopted an implicit theoretical 

3. It is not my purpose to develop a full critique or appreciation of Giddens or Bourdieu. The 
critical literature on both is growing rapidly. Held and Thompson (1989) and Bryant andJary 
(1991) include not only a wide range of critiques of Giddens's work by prominent scholars but 
also useful bibliographical listings of previous critiques. On Bourdeiu, see DiMaggio (1979), 

Brubaker (1985), Lamont and Lareau (1988), Wacquant (1989), and Calhoun, LiPuma, and Pos~ 
tone (1993). Wacquant (1989) provides extensive references to critical works on Bourdieu. 
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strategy quite consistent with Giddens's theory. Social historians have sig

nificantly altered in practice the sociological and anthropological concepts 

of structure that they began to borrow so avidly in the 1960s and 1970s. Al
though they were probably writing more from professional instinct than 
from considered theoretical scruples, social historians have demonstrated 
how, in a great variety of times and places, structures are in fact dual: how 
historical agents' thoughts, motives, and intentions are constituted by the 

cultures and social institutions into which they are born, how these cul
tures and institutions are reproduced by the structurally shaped and con
strained actions of those agents, but also how, in certain circumstances, 

the agents can (or are forced to) improvise or innovate in structurally 
shaped ways that significantly reconfigure the very structures that consti

tuted them. Giddens has arrived at his position by way of a theoretical cri
tique intended to reconcile phenomenology, interactionism, and ethno
methodology with Marx, Durkheim, and Weber; he has shown little 
interest in the work of social historians. Yet I believe that Giddens's notion 

of the duality of structure underwrites theoretically what social historians 
(and in recent years many historical sociologists and historical anthropol
ogists as well) do in practice. 

What Is Structure? 

But in spite of its promise, Giddens's theory suffers from serious gaps and 

logical deficiencies that have persisted through the theory's all-too
frequent restatements. Most strikingly, "structure"-the central term of 
Giddens's theory- remains frustratingly underspecified. Unlike most so
cial scientists, he does not leave the term completely undefined and simply 
allow it to do its accustomed magical work in his readers' minds. Especially 
in Central Problems in Social Theory (1979), he discusses"structure" at some 
length. But I do not think that the concept of structure he elaborates there 
or elsewhere is sufficiently clear or robust to serve as the foundation of a 

theoretical system. 
Giddens defines structure formally in several places, including in the 

glossary to The Constitution of Society: 

Structure. Rules and resources, recursively implicated in the reproduction of 

social systems. Structure exists only as memory traces, the organic basis of 

human knowledgeability, and as instantiated in action. (1984, 377) 

This far-from-crystalline definition requires some exegesis. The terms 

"rules and resources;' in spite of their deceptive simplicity, are quite ob-
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scure and will have to be discussed at length. Let us therefore begi~ with 
the rest of the definition, which is arcanely worded but relatively straight
forward in meaning. By "social systems" Giddens means empirically ob
servable, intertwining, and relatively bounded social practices that link per
sons across time and space. Social systems would encompass what most 
social scientists mean by "societies" but would also include social units 
greater (e.g., the capitalist world system) or more limited (e.g., the neigh
borhood community) in scope than the nation-state. Social systems, ac
cording to Giddens, have no existence apart from the practices that con
stitute them, and these practices are reproduced by the "recursive" (i.e., 
repeated) enactments of structures. Structures are not the patterned so
cial practices that make up social systems, but the principles that pattern 
these practices. Structures, therefore, have only what he elsewhere terms 
a "virtual" existence (e.g., 1984, 17). Structures do not exist concretely in 
time and space except as "memory traces, the organic basis of knowlede
ability" (i.e., only as ideas or schemas lodged in human brains) and as they 
are"instantiated in action" (i.e., put into practice). 

Structures as Rules 

Structures, then, are "virtual" and are put into practice in the production 
and reproduction of social life. But of what do these structures consist~ 
According to Giddens's definition, they consist of "rules and resources." 
Giddens's notion of rules is largely derived from French structuralis~. 
This is especially clear in New Rules of Sociological Method and Central Prob
lems in Social Theory. In both of these he relies heavily on a typically struc
turalist analogy with Saussurian linguistics. Giddens likens his own dis
tinction between structure and practice to the Saussurian distinction 
between langue and parole. According to this analogy, structure is to prac
tice as langue (the abstract rules that make possible the production of 
grammatical sentences) is to parole (speech, or the production of 'actual 
sentences; 1976, n8-22). Hence structure, like langue, is a complex ~f rules 
with a "virtual" existence, while practice, like speech, is an enactment of 
these rules in space and time. For a French structuralist, structure is a com .. 
plex of such rules. For example, structure may refer to the set of rules that 
enables binary oppositions to be ordered into myths (Levi-Strauss 1963a). 
In Central Problems in Social Theory (1979, 62-64), Giddens affirms the sim
ilarity of his concept of structure to that of Levi-Strauss. But he also 
attempts to distinguish himself from the French structuralists, in part by 
insisting that, because structures "bind" time and space, they must be con-
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ceptualized as including not only rules but resources as well (1979, 63-64). 

However, Giddens leaves his discussion of rules dangling, and he fails to 
give examples of rules that underlie any actual social practices. All we 
know from Central Problems in Social Theory is that rules are virtual and that 
they somehow generate social practices and social systems. 

In The Constitution of Society, a later statement of his theory, Giddens re
treats even farther from a Levi-Straussian conception of rules. Now tak
ing his cue from Wittgenstein, Giddens there defines rules simply but, in 
my opinion, with great promise: "Let us regard the rules as generalizable 
procedures applied in the enactment/reproduction of social life" (1984, 

21). This definition of rules as generalizable procedures could of course 
include Levi-Straussian transformation rules, but it also implies the pos
sibility of rules of a wide range of types. Giddens, however, does not give 
examples or develop typologies of the sorts of generalizable procedures he 
has in mind. Consequently, his conception of rules is, if anything, more im
poverished in The Constitution of Society than it was in Central Problems in So, 
cial Theory, which at least implied an analogy with Levi-Strauss. However, 
I think his Wittgensteinian definition of rules as generalizable procedures 
can be used as a foundation for a more robust conception. 

Throughout his theory, Giddens places a great deal of weight on the no
tion that actors are knowledgeable. It is, presumably, the knowledge of rules 
that makes people capable of action. But Giddens develops no vocabulary 
for specifying the content of what people know. I would argue that such a 
vocabulary is, in fact, readily available, but is best developed in a field Gid
dens has to date almost entirely ignored: cultural anthropology. After all, 
the usual social scientific term for" what people know" is "culture;' and those 
who have most fruitfully theorized and studied culture are the anthro
pologists. Claude Levi-Strauss, the one anthropologist Giddens has taken 
seriously, is virtually unique in his fixation on very deep or general struc
tures. His attempt, ultimately, is to reach by successive abstractions the 
structure of the human brain itself. Even some of the structuralist anthro
pologists who have been most profoundly influenced by Levi-Strauss (see, 
e.g., Sahlins 1976, 1981, 1985) have been far more interested in applying 
Levi-Strauss's method of seeking out recurrent patterns of binary opposi
tions in order to specify the assumptions, practices, and beliefs of particu
lar peoples than in tracing such oppositions back to the structure of"the 
savage mind" or the human brain. 

Rather than staying at the deep structural level preferred by Levi
Strauss, I think we should, like most anthropologists, think of rules as ex-
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isting at various levels. Rules nearer the surface may by definition be more 
"superficial;' but they are not necessarily less important in their implica .. 
tions for social life. "The rules of social life" should be thought of as in
cluding all the varieties of cultural schemas that anthropologists have 
uncovered in their research: not only the array of binary oppositions that 
make up a given society's fundamental tools of thought, but also the vari
ous conventions, recipes, scenarios, principles of action, and habits of speech 
and gesture built up with these fundamental tools.4 Indeed, the term 
"rules" is probably not quite the right word, since it tends to imply some
thing like formally stated prescriptions-the sorts of things spelled out in 
statutes, proverbs, liturgies, constitutions, or contracts.5 What I mean to 
get at is not formally stated prescriptions but the informal and not always 
conscious schemas, metaphors, or assumptions presupposed by such for
mal statements. I would in fact argue that publicly fixed codifications of 
rules are actual rather than virtual and should be regarded as resources 
rather than as rules in Giddens's sense. Because of this ambiguity, about 
the meaning of the word "rules;' I believe it is useful to introduce a change 
in terminology. Henceforth I shall use the term "schemas" rather than 
"rules"-even though this destroys the pleasing alliteration of Giddens's 
"rules and resources" formula. 

The various schemas that make up structures are, to quote Giddens, 
"generalizable procedures applied in the enactment/ reproduction of social 
life:' They are "generalizable" in the sense that they can be applied in or 
extended to a variety of contexts of interaction. Such schemas or proce
dures-whether rules of etiquette, or aesthetic norms, or such recipes for 
group action as the royal progress, grain riot, or democratic vote, or a set 
of equivalences between wet and dry, female and male, nature and culture, 
private and public, or the body as a metaphor for hierarchy, or the notion 
that the human being is composed of a body and a soul-can be used not 
only in the situation in which they are first learned or most conventionally 
applied. They can be generalized-that is, transposed or extended-to 
new situations when the opportunity arises. This generalizability or trans
posability of schemas is the reason they must be understood as virtual. To 
say that schemas are virtual is to say that they cannot be reduced to their 

4. It is not possible here to list a representative example of anthropological works that elab
orate various "rules of social life." The most influential formulation of the anthropological con

cept of culture is probably Geertz (1973). For a superb overview of trends in cultural anthropol

ogy, see Ortner (1984). 

5. For a particularly convincing critique of the notion of "rule;' see Bourdieu (1977, l-29). 
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' existence in any particular practice or any particular location in space and 
time: they can be actualized in a potentially broad and unpredetermined 
range of situations. 

I agree with Giddens, then, that the rules or schemas making up struc, 
tures may usefully be conceptualized as having a "virtual" existence, that 
structures consist of intersubjectively available procedures or schemas ca, 
pable of being actualized or put into practice in a range of different cir, 
cumstances. Such schemas should be thought of as operating at widely 
varying levels of depth, from Levi,Straussian deep structures to relatively 
superficial rules of etiquette. 

Structures as Resources 

Surely part of Giddens's nervousness about embracing Levi,Strauss's con, 
ception of structure is that he wishes to distance himself from Levi, 
Strauss's sublime indifference to questions of power, domination, and 

social change-indeed, to questions of social practice more generally. 
Presumably it is largely for this reason that Giddens insists that structures 
are not merely rules, but rules and resources, or"rule,resource sets" (1984, 

377 ). But Giddens's concept of resources is even less adequately theorized 
than his concept of rules. 6 I agree with Giddens that any notion of struc, 
ture that ignores asymmetries of power is radically incomplete. But tack, 
ing an undertheorized notion of resources onto an essentially rule,based 
notion of structure succeeds merely in confusing things. 

In Central Problems in Social Theory, Giddens (1979, 92) defines resources 
as"the media whereby transformative capacity is employed as power in the 
routine course of social interaction:' Unless I am missing some subtlety, this 
obscurely worded definition could be rendered in ordinary English as "re, 
sources are anything that can serve as a source of power in social interac, 
tions:'This seems to me an unexceptional and theoretically uninformative 
statement of what we usu~lly mean by social resources. Besides this ano, 
dyne definition, almost all he tells us about resources is that they can be 
classified into two types, authoritative and allocative. In Central Problems in 
Social Theory, he defines"authorization" as those"capabilities which gener, 
ate command over persons" and "allocation" as those "capabilities which 

generate command over objects or other material phenomena" (1979, lOO ). 

Hence, authoritative resources should be human resources and allocative 
resources nonhuman resources-which once again seems unexceptional. 

6. Giddens's concept of rules has occasionally been criticized, most recently by Thompson 
(1989), but to my knowledge no one has systematically criticized his paired concept of resources. 
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I believe that Giddens's classification of resources is potentially useful, 
but that it needs to be reformulated and put into ordinary English. Re-

i' 
sources are of two types, human and nonhuman. Nonhuman resources are 
objects, animate or inanimate, naturally occurring or manufactured, that 
can be used to enhance or maintain power; human resources are physical 
strength, dexterity, knowledge, and emotional commitments that can be 
used to enhance or maintain power, including knowledge of the means of 
gaining, retaining, controlling, and propagating either human or nonhu
man resources. Both types of resources are media of power and are un
evenly distributed. But however unequally resources may be distributed, 
some measure of both human and nonhuman resources are controlled by 
all members of society, no matter how destitute and oppressed. Indeed, 
part of what it means to conceive of human beings as agents is to conceive 
of them as empowered by access to resources of one kind or another. 

Structures as Schemas and Resources 

Reformulating Giddens's concept of resources does not make it clear how 
resources and schemas combine to form structures. Here the most glaring 
problem is Giddens's definition of structures as "virtual." As we have seen, 
this makes perfect sense for structures conceptualized as rules or schemas. 
But are resources also virtual? It is surprising that Giddens does not seem to 
have considered the point. The notion of a virtual resource seems particu
larly doubtful in the case of nonhuman (or in Giddens's terms "allocative") 
resources. Nonhuman resources would surely include such things as fac
tories owned by capitalists, stocks of weapons controlled by kings or gen
erals, land rented by peasants, or stacks of Hudson Bay blankets accumu
lated by Kwakiutl chiefs. It is clear that factories, armaments, land, and 
Hudson Bay blankets have had a crucial weight in shaping and constrain
ing social life in particular times and places, and it therefore seems sensible 
to include them in some way in a concept of structure. But it is also hard 
to see how such material resources can be considered as"virtual;' since ma-

J 

terial things by definition exist in space and time. It is, moreover, only in 
particular times, places, and quantities that such material objects can serve 
as resources. 

The case of human resources is only a little less clear. By definition, hu
man bodies, like any other material objects, cannot be virtual. But what 
about knowledge and emotional commitments, the mental aspects of hu
man resources? Examples might be the Roman Catholic priest's power to 
consecrate the host and hear confession, children's sense of obligation to-
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wards their mothers, or the fear and reverence that subjects feel for their 
king. Unlike factories or Hudson Bay blankets, such resources are not ma
terial, or at least not in the same sense. Nevertheless they seem to me ac

tual as opposed to virtual. They exist in what Giddens calls "time-space"; 
they are observable characteristics of real people who live in particular 
times and congregate in particular places. And it is their actualization in 
people's minds and bodies that make them resources. It is not the disem

bodied concept of the majesty of the king that gives him power, but the 
fear and reverence felt for him by his actual subjects. 

If I am right that all resources are actual rather than virtual, Giddens's 
notion of structure turns out to be self-contradictory. If structures are vir

tual, they cannot include both schemas and resources. And if they include 
both schemas and resources, they cannot be virtual. He, and we, cannot 

have it both ways. But which way should we have it? The simplest way of 
conceptualizing structure would be to return to Gidden~~ starting point in 
structuralism and to assert that structure refers only to rules or schemas, 
not to resources, and that resources should be thought of as an effect of 

structures. In this way, structures would retain their virtual quality, and 
concrete distributions of resources would be seen not as structures but as 

media animated and shaped by structures, that is, by cultural schemas. 
It is not unreasonable to claim that human resources are the products 

of schemas. A given number of soldiers will generate different amounts 

and kinds of military power depending on the contemporary conventions 
of warfare (such as chivalric codes), the notions of strategy and tactics 

available to the generals, and the regimes of training to which the troops 
have been subjected. The priest's power to consecrate the host derives from 

schemas operating at two rather different levels. First, a priest's training 
has given him mastery of a wide range of explicit and implicit techniques 
of knowledge and self-control that enable him to perform satisfactorily as 
a priest. And second, he has been raised to the dignity of the priesthood by 
an ordination ceremony that, through the laying on of hands by a bishop, 
has mobilized the power of apostolic succession and thereby made him 
capable of an apparently miraculous feat- transforming bread and wine 
into the body and blood of Christ. Fear and reverence for kings are mani
festations of fundamental notions about the cosmic function of kingship, 
notions that are woven into a multitude of discourses and ceremonies at 
all levels of society; similarly, obligations felt by children toward their 
mothers are based in notions of the bonds of nature, of nurturance, and 
of obedience that are encoded in multiple routines of family life and in 



A THEORY OF STRUCTURE I3S 

sermons, adages, novels, and works of political theory. Human resources, 
these examples suggest, may be thought of as manifestations and conse
quences of the enactment of cultural schemas. 

But while we might reasonably speak of human resources as generated 
by rules or schemas, it is harder to see how nonhuman resources could be 
conceived of as so generated. Factories, land, and Hudson Bay blankets 
have material qualities that are certainly not generated by schemas. But it 
is also true that their condition as resources capable of producing and re
producing disparities in social power is not wholly intrinsic in their mate
rial existence. What they amount to as resources is largely a consequence 
of the schemas that inform their use. To take perhaps the most obvious 
case, an immense stack of Hudson Bay blankets would be nothing more 
than a means of keeping a large number of people warm were it not for the 
cultural schemas that constituted the Kwakiutl potlatch; but given these 
schemas, the blankets, given away in a potlatch, became a means of demon
strating the power of the chief and, consequently, of acquiring prestige, 
marriage alliances, military power, and labor services (Boas 1966; Sahlins 
1989 ). In this case, the schemas constituting the potlatch determined the 
specific value, extent, and effects of Hudson Bay blankets as a resource. But 
I would argu~ that this is true of nonhuman resources in general. For ex
ample, the extent and kinds of resources generated by a factory will depend 
on whether it is owned by an individual capitalist or by a workers' cooper
ative-in other words, on rules defining the nature of property rights and 
of workplace authority. The resources gained by peasants from the land 
they use will be determined by the conventions of land tenure, the exigen
cies of customary law, the sets of obligations owed to kinsmen, and the 
agricultural techniques employed. Examples could be multiplied at will. 
Nonhuman resources have a material existence that is not reducible to 
rules or schemas, but the activation of material things as resources, the de
termination of their value and social power, is dependent on the cultural 
schemas that inform their social use. 

It is clear, then, that resources can plausibly be thought of as effects of 
cultural schemas. It therefore would certainly be possible to clean up Gid
dens's concept of structure by defining structure as schemas with a purely 
virtual existence, and resources not as coequal elements in structure but as 
media and outcomes of the operation of structure. But notice that if we 
adopt this definition, the rhetorical power of the term structure insinuates 
a single direction of causality. That which is termed structure is, by this act 
of denomination, granted power over that which is not termed structure. 
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Stocks of material goods and people's knowledge and emotional commit, 
" ments become inert, mere media for and outcomes of the determinative 

operations of cultural schemas. If we insist that structures are virtual, 
we risk lapsing into the de facto idealism that continually haunts structur, 
alism however much its exponents-for example, Levi,Strauss (1966, 

130 )-protest their materialist credentials and intentions. Schemas
mental structures-become the only form,giving entity, and agents be, 
come agents of these mental structures, actors who can only recite preex, 
isting scripts. To define structures in this way threatens, in short, to deny 
their duality, and consequently, to annihilate the central premise of Gid, 
dens's theory. 

The Duality of Schemas and Resources 

If the duality of structure is to be saved-and as far as I am concerned the 
notion of duality of structure is the main attraction of Giddens's theory
we must take the other alternative and conceive of structures as having 
(appropriately) a dual character. Structure, then, should be defined as 
composed simultaneously of schemas, which are virtual, and of resources, 
which are actual. 

If structures are dual in this sense, then it must be true that schemas are 
the effects of resources, just as resources are the effects of schemas. This 
seems to me a reasonable claim, one whose plausibility can be demon, 
strated by a few examples. A factory is not an inert pile of bricks, wood, 
and metal. It incorporates or actualizes schemas, and this means that the 
schemas can be inferred from the material form of the factory. The factory 
gate, the punching,in station, the design of the assembly line: all of these 
features of the factory teach and validate the rules of the capitalist con, 
tract. Or take the priest's performance of the Mass. When the priest trans, 
forms the host and wine into the body and blood of Christ and adminis, 
ters the host to communicants, the communicants are suffused by a sense 
of spiritual well,being. Communion therefore demonstrates to the com, 
municants the reality and power of the rule of apostolic succession that 
made the priest a priest. In short, if resources are instantiations or em, 
bodiments of schemas, they therefore inculcate and justify the schemas as 
well. Resources, we might say, are read like texts, to recover the cultural 
schemas they instantiate. Indeed, texts-whether novels, or statute books, 
or folktales, or contracts- are resources from the point of view of this 
theory. They, too, are instantiations of schemas in time,space that can be 

used by actors to generate power. 
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If resources are effects of schemas, it is also true that schemas are effects 

of resources. If schemas are to be sustained or reproduced over time-and 

without sustained reproduction they could hardly be counted as ~truc
tural- they must be validated by the accumulation of resources that the 
enactment engenders. Schemas not empowered or regenerated by re
sources would eventually be abandoned and forgotten, just as resources 
without cultural schemas to direct their use would eventually dissipate 

and decay. Sets of schemas and resources may properly be said to consti

tute structures only when they mutually imply and sustain each other over 
time. 

THE TRANSFORMATION OF DUAL STRUCTURES: 
OUT OF BOURDIEu's HABITUS 

A definition of structure as made up of both schemas and resources avoids 
both the material determinism of traditional Marxism and the ideal de
terminism of traditional French structuralism. But how it can enhance our 
ability to understand transformations of structures is not immediately ap ... 
parent. Indeed, one could argue that if the enactment of schemas always 
creates resources that inculcate the schemas, schemas and resources 
should simply reproduce each other without change indefinitely. The 
claim that dual structures engender stasis is far from fanciful; such an ar
gument has in fact been made with great panache in Pierre Bourdieu's 
widely influential discussion of what he calls "habitus" in Outline of a The

ory of Practice ( 1977 ). Any attempt to argue that duality of structure im
proves our ability to understand social transformations must confront this 

argument.7 

Duality and Stasis 

Although he uses a different terminology, Bourdieu has powerfully illus
trated the mutually sustaining relationship between schemas and re
sources (what he calls "mental structures" and "the world of objects"). For 

7. Some ofBourdieu's more recent work, esp.HomoAcademicus (1988)1 which is a study of the 
French professoriat in the events of 1968, deals more directly with change. I do not think, how

ever, that Bourdieu has considered the question of how habitus itself might generate change. In 
Homo Academicus, e.g., change arises from sources external to the habitus he is analyzing-fun
damentally from the immense rise in the population of students in French universities in the 
1960s. The concept of habitus is used to argue that the professors' response to the crisis was 
wholly determined by their location in the "academic field:' Homo Academicus seems to indicate 

that Bourdieu has not overcome the lack of agency inherent in the concept of habitus elaborated 
in Outline of a Theory of Practice. 
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example, his well-known discussion of the Kabyle house shows how the 
design of the house and the placement of objects in it reproduces funda
mental Kabyle cultural oppositions, such as those between high and low, 
male and female, fire and water, and light and dark, and thereby patterns 
all activities conducted in the house in terms of such oppositions. Bour
dieu remarks that"all the actions performed in a space constructed in this 
way are immediately qualified symbolically and function as so many struc
tural exercises through which is built up practical mastery of all the fun
damental schemes" (1977, 91). 

The house is given its shape by the application of schemas ("mental 
structures" in Bourdieu's vocabulary), and the house in turn inculcates 
these schemas by assigning tasks, objects, persons, and emotional disposi
tions to differently coded spaces. As Bourdieu puts it, in his characteristi
cally ornate and paradoxical style, 

The mental structures which construct the world of objects are con

structed in the practice of a world of objects constructed according to the 

same structures. The mind born of the world of objects does not rise as a 

subjectivity confronting an objectivity: the objective universe is made up of 

objects which are the product of objectifying operations structured ac

cording to the very structures which the mind applies to it. The mind is a 

metaphor of the world of objects which is itself but an endless circle of mu

tually reflecting metaphors. (Bourdeiu 1977, 91) 

In many respects, Bourdieu's "theory of practice" is fully compatible 

with the conception of the duality of structure for which I am arguing in 
this paper. Bourdieu recognizes the mutual reproduction of schemas and 
resources that constitutes temporally durable structures-which he calls 
"habitus:' His discussion of habitus powerfully elaborates the means by 
which mutually reinforcing rule-resource sets constitute human subjects 
with particular sorts of knowledge and dispositions. Moreover, Bourdieu's 
Kablye subjects are not cultural dopes. They are endowed with the capac
ity to engage in highly autonomous, discerning, and strategic actions (see, 
e.g., Bourdieu's discussion of gift exchange and matrimonial strategies [ 4-

10 and 32-53]). Bourdieu's Kabyles would seem to be exactly the sort of 
knowledgeable actors called for by Giddens's theory. 

Yet Bourdieu's habitus retains precisely the agent-proof quality that the 
concept of the duality of structure is supposed to overcome. In Bourdieu's 
habitus, schemas and resources so powerfully reproduce one another that 
even the most cunning or improvisational actions undertaken by agents 
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necessarily reproduce the structure. "As an acquired system of generative 
schemes objectively adjusted to the particular conditions in which it is 
constituted, the habitus engenders all the thoughts, all the perceptions, 
and all the actions consistent with those conditions and no others" (95). 

Although Bourdieu avoids either a traditional French structuralist ideal 
determinism or a traditional Marxist material determinism, he does so 
only by erecting a combined determinism that makes significant social 
transformations seem impossible. 

But is this powerful implication of stasis really warranted? After all, the 
Kabyle society in which Bourdieu carried out his fieldwork produced a 
momentous anticolonial revolution shortly after Bourdieu returned to 
France to analyze his data. It seems to me that, in spite of his devastating 
attacks on Cartesian and Levi~Straussian "objectivism" (1-30 ), Bourdieu's 
own theory has fallen victim to an impossibly objectified and overtotalized 
conception of society. Only in the idealized world constructed by the so
cial scientific observer could habitus engender" all the thoughts, all the per
ceptions, and all the actions" consistent with existing social conditions "and 
no others:' In the world of human struggles and stratagems, plenty of 
thoughts, perceptions, and actions consistent with the reproduction-: of ex
isting social patterns fail to occur, and inconsistent ones occur all the time. 

VVhy Structural Change Is Possible 

It is, of course, entirely proper for Bourdieu to insist on the strong repro
ductive bias built into structures-that is the whole point of the structure 
concept and part of what makes the concept so essential for theorizing 
social change. After all, as Renato Rosaldo (1980) and Marshall Sahlins 
(1981, 1985) have brilliantly demonstrated, the same reproductive biases of 
structures that explain the powerful continuities of social relations also 
make it possible to explain the paths followed in episodes of social change. 
What gets Bourdieu off the track is his unrealistically unified and totalized 
concept of habitus, which he conceptualizes as a vast series of strictly ho
mologous structures encompassing all of social experience. Such a con
ceptualization, which Bourdieu in fact shares roughly with many struc
turally inclined theorists, cannot explain change as arising from within the 
operation of structures. It is characteristic that many structural accounts 
of social transformation tend to introduce change from outside the system 
and then trace out the ensuing structurally shaped changes, rather than 
showing how change is generated by the operation of structures internal 
to a society. In this respect, Marshall Sahlins's ( 1981) analys~s of how Cap-
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tain Cook's voyages affected the Hawaiians is emblematic. It is my convic

tion that a theory of change cannot be built into a theory of structure un
less we adopt a far more multiple, contingent, and fractured conception of 

society-and of structure. What is needed is a conceptual vocabulary that 
makes it possible to show how the ordinary operations of structures can 
generate transformations. To this end I propose five key axioms: the mul
tiplicity of structures, the transposability of schemas, the unpredictability 
of resource accumulation, the polysemy of resources, and the intersection 
of structures. 

The multiplicity of structures. Societies are based on practices that derive 
from many distinct structures, which exist at different levels, operate in 

different modalities, and are themselves based on widely varying types and 
quantities of resources. While it is common for a certain range of these 

structures to be homologous, like those described by Bourdieu in Outline 

of a Theory of Practice, it is never true that all of them are homologous. Struc
tures tend to vary significantly between different institutional spheres, so 
that kinship structures will have different logics and dynamics than those 

possessed by religious structures, productive structures, aesthetic struc
tures, educational structures, and so on. There is, moreover, important 

variation even within a given sphere. For example, the structures that 
shape and constrain religion in Christian societies include authoritarian, 
prophetic, ritual, and theological modes. These may sometimes operate in 
harmony, but they can also lead to sharply conflicting claims and empow
erments. The multiplicity of structures means that the knowledgeable so

cial actors whose practices constitute a society are far more versatile than 
Bourdieu's account of a universally homologous habitus would imply: so
cial actors are capable of applying a wide range of different and even in
compatible schemas and have access to heterogeneous arrays of resources. 

The transposability of schemas. Moreover, the schemas to which actors 
have access can be applied across a wide range of circumstances. This is ac
tually recognized by Bourdieu, but he has not, in my opinion, drawn the 
correct conclusions from his insight. Schemas were defined above as gen
eralizable or transposable procedures applied in the enactment of social 
life. The term "generalizable" is taken from Giddens; the term "transpos

able;' which I prefer, is taken from Bourdieu.8 At one point Bourdieu 

8. To generalize a rule implies stating it in more abstract form so that it will apply to a large 
number of cases. The verb "transpose" implies a concrete application of a rule to a new case, but 
in such a way that the rule will have subtly different forms in each of its applications. This is im
plied by three of the Oxford English Dictionary's definitions:"To remove from one place or time to 
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defines habitus as"a system of lasting transposable dispositions which, in
tegrating past experiences, functions at every moment as a matrix of per
ceptions, appreciations, and actions and makes possible the achievement of 
infinitely diversified tasks, thanks to analogical transfers of schemes per-
mitting the solution of similarly shaped problems" (1977, 83). ' 

The slippage in this passage occurs in the final phrase, ''permitting the 
solution of similarly shaped problems:' Whether a given problem is 
shaped similarly enough to be solved by analogical transfers of schemes 
cannot be decided in advance by social scientific analysts, but must be de
termined case by case by the actors, which means that there is no fixed 
limit to the possible transpositions. This is in fact implied by the earlier 
phrase, "makes possible the achievement of infinitely diversified tasks:' 
To say that schemas are transposable, in other words, is to say that they 
can be applied to a wide and not fully predictable range of cases outside the 
context in which they are initially learned. This fits with what we usually 
mean by knowledge of a rule or of some other learned procedure. In ordi
nary speech one cannot be said to really know a rule simply because one can 
apply it automatically to repeated instances of the same case. Whether we 
are speaking of rules of grammar, mathematics, law, etiquette, or carpen
try, the real test of knowing a rule is to be able to apply it successfully in un
familiar cases. Knowledge of a rule or a schema by definition means the 
ability to transpose or extend it-that is, to apply it creatively. If this is so, 
then agency, which I would define as entailing the capacity to transpose and 
extend schemas to new contexts, is inherent in the knowledge of cultural 
schemas that characterizes all minimally competent members of society.9 

The unpredictability of resource accumulation. The very fact that schemas 
are by definition capable of being transposed or extended means that the 
resource consequences of the enactment of cultural schemas is never en
tirely predictable. A joke told to a new audience, an investment made in a 
new market, an offer of marriage made to a new patriline, a cavalry attack 
made on a new terrain, a crop planted in a newly cleared field or in a fa
miliar field in a new spring- the effect of these actions on the resources of 

another; to transfer, shift;"'to alter the order of or the position of in a series ••• to interchange;' 
and, in music,"to put into a different key:' Transposer, in French (which was of course the language 
in which Bourdieu wrote), also has an even more appropriate meanin~"faire changer de forme 
ou de contenu en faisant passer clans un autre domaine" (to cause something to change in form 
or content by causing it to pass into another domain, Le Petit Robert (1984, s.v."transposer"]). I 
would like my use of transpose to be understood as retaining something of the French meaning. 

9. Here my thinking has been influenced by Goran Therborn (1980, esp. 15-22). 
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the actors is never quite certain. Investment in a new market may make the 

entrepreneur a pauper or a millionaire, negotiations of a marriage with a 
new patriline may result in a family's elevation in status or its extinction in 

a feud, planting a new crop in the familiar field may result in subsistence, 
starvation, or plenty. Moreover, if the enactment of schemas creates un
predictable quantities and qualities of resources, and if the reproduction 
of schemas depends on their continuing validation by resources, this im

plies that schemas will in fact be differentially validated when they are put 
into action and therefore will potentially be subject to modification. Abril
liantly successful cavalry attack on a new terrain may change the battle 
plans of subsequent campaigns or even theories of military tactics; a joke 
that draws rotten tomatoes rather than laughter may result in the sup
pression of a category of jokes from the comedian's repertoire; a succession 
of crop failures may modify routines of planting and plowing.10 

The polysemy of resources. The term polysemy (or multiplicity of mean
ing) is normally applied to symbols, language, or texts. Its application to re
sources sounds like a contradiction in terms. But, given th~ concept of re-

' 
sources I am advocating here, it is not. Resources, I have insisted, embody 

cultural schemas. Like texts or ritual performances, however, their mean
ing is never entirely unambiguous. The form of the factory embodies and 

therefore teaches capitalist notions of property relations. But, as Marx 
points out, it can also teach the necessarily social and collective character 
of production and thereby undermine the capitalist notion of private 
property. The new prestige, wealth, and territory gained from the brilliant 

success of a cavalry charge may be attributed to the superior discipline and 
elan of the cavalry officers and thereby enhance the power of an aristo
cratic officer corps, or it may be attributed to the commanding general and 
thereby result in the increasing subordination of officers to a charismatic 

leader. Any array of resources is capable of being interpreted in varying 
ways and, therefore, of empowering different actors and teaching different 
schemas. Again, this seems to me inherent in a definition of agency as the 
capacity to transpose and extend schemas to new contexts. Agency, to put 
it differently, is the actor's capacity to reinterpret and mobilize an array of 

10. Although Marshall Sahlins (1981, 1985) does not explicitly include resources in his defi
nition of structure, my argument here runs closely parallel to his. Sahlins argues that"in action 
in the world- technically, in acts of reference- the cultural categories acquire new functional 
values" because the categories are"burdened with the world" (1985, 138). This burdening of cat
egories with the world is a matter of schemas being changed by the unanticipated effects of ac
tion on the resources that sustain the schemas. See the discussion of Sahlins in chapter 7, below. 
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resources in terms of cultural schemas other than those that initially con
stituted the array. 

The intersection of structures. One reason arrays of resources can be inter
preted in more than one way is that structures or structural complexes 
intersect and overlap. The structures of capitalist society include both a 
mode of production based on private property and profit and a mode of 
labor organization based on workplace solidarity. The factory figures as a 

crucial resource in both of these structures, and its meaning and conse
quences for both workers and managers is therefore open and contested. 
The intersection of structures, in fact, takes place in both the schema and 

resource dimensions. Not only can a given array of resources be claimed by 
different actors embedded in different structural complexes (or differen
tially claimed by the same actor embedded in different structural com
plexes), but schemas can be borrowed or appropriated from one structural 
complex and applied to another. Not only do workers and factory owners 

struggle for control of the factory, but Marx appropriates political econ
omy for the advancement of socialism. 

Structures, then, are sets of mutually sustaining schemas and resources 
that empower and constrain social action and that tend to be reproc;h,1ced 

by that social action. But their reproduction is never automatic. Structures 
are at risk, at least to some extent, in all of the social encounters they 
shape- because structures are multiple and intersecting, because schemas 
are transposable, and because resources are polysemic and accumulate 
unpredictably. Placing the relationship between resources and cultural 
schemas at the center of a concept of structure makes it possible to show 
how social change, no less than social stasis, can be generated by the en
actment of structures in social life. 

AGENCY 

Such enactments of structures imply a particular concept of agency- one 
that sees agency not as opposed to, but as constituent of, structure. To be 
an agent means to be capable of exerting some degree of control over the 
social relations in which one is enmeshed, which in turn implies the abil

ity to transform those social relations to some degree. As I see it, agents are 
empowered to act with and against others by structures: they have knowl
edge of the schemas that inform social life and have access to some mea
sure of human and nonhuman resources. Agency arises from the actor's 
knowledge of schemas, which means the ability to apply them to new con
texts. Or, to put the same thing the other way around, agency arises from 
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the actor's control of resources, which means the capacity to reinterpret or 
mobilize an array of resources in terms of schemas other than those that 
constituted the array. Age,\lcy is implied by the existence of structures. 

I would argue that a capacity for agency-for desiring, for forming in, 
tentions, and for acting creatively-is inherent in all humans. But I would 
also argue that humans are born with only a highly generalized capacity 
for agency, analogous to their capacity to use language. Just as linguistic ca, 
pacity takes the form of becoming a competent speaker of some particular 
language-French, or Arabic, or Swahili, or Urdu-agency is formed by 
a specific range of cultural schemas and resources available in a person's 
particular social milieu. The specific forms that agency will take conse
quently vary enormously and are culturally and historically determined. 
But a capacity for agency is as much a given for humans as the capacity for 
respiration. 

That all humans actually exercise agency in practice is demonstrated to 
my satisfaction by the work of Erving Goffman (19591 r967a). Goffman 
shows that all members of society employ complex repertoires of interac
tion skills to control and sustain ongoing social relations. He also shows 
that small transformative actions-for example, intervening to save the 
face of an interactant who has misread the situation-turn out to be nec
essary to sustain even the most ordinary intercourse of daily life (Goffman 
r967b ). Once again, knowledge of cultural schemas (in this case of interac
tion rituals) implies the ability to act creatively. Actors, of course, vary in 
the extent of their control of social relations and in the scope of their trans
formative powers, but all members of society exercise some measure of 
agency in the conduct of their daily lives. 

It is equally important, however, to insist that the agency exercised by 
different persons is far from uniform, that the agency differs enormously 
in both kind and extent. What kind of desires people can have, what in
tentions they can form, and what sort of creative transpositions they can 
carry out vary dramatically from one social world to another depending on 
the nature of the particular structures that inform tho~ social worlds. 
Without a notion of heaven and hell a person cannot strive for admission 
into paradise; only in a modern capitalist economy can one attempt to 
make a killing on the futures market; if they are denied access to the public 
sphere, women's ambitions will be focused on private life. Agency also 
differs in extent, both between and within societies. Occupancy of differ
ent social positions-as defined, for example, by gender, wealth, social 
prestige, class, ethnicity, occupation, generation, sexual preference, or ed-
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ucation-gives people knowledge of different schemas and access to dif
ferent kinds and amounts of resources and hence different possibilities for 
transformative action. And the scope or extent of agency also varies enor
mously between different social systems, even for occupants of analogous 
positions. The owner of the biggest art gallery in St. Louis has far le~s in
fluence on American artistic taste than the owner of the biggest gallery in 
Los Angeles; the president of Chad has far less power over global environ
mental policy than the president of Russia. Structures, in short, empower 
agents differentially, which also implies that they embody the desires, in
tentions, and knowledge of agents differentially as well. Structures, and 
the human agencies they endow, are laden with differences of power. 

Finally, I would insist that agency is collective as well as individual. I do 
not agree with Barry Hindess (1986) that the term"agent" must be applied 
in the same sense to collectives that act as corporate units in social life
political parties, firms, families, states, clubs, or trade unions-as it is ap
plied to individuals. But I do see agency as profoundly social or collective. 
The transpositions of schemas and remobilizations of resources that con
stitute agency are always acts of communication with others. Agency en
tails an ability to coordinate one's actions with others and against others, 
to form collective projects, to persuade, to coerce, and to monitor the si .. 
multaneous effect of one's own and others' activities. Moreover, the extent 
of the agency exercised by individual persons depends profoundly on their 
positions in collective organizations. To make the extreme case, a mon .. 
arch's personal whims or quarrels may affect the lives of thousands (see, 
e.g., Sahlins 1991). But it is also true that the agency of fathers, executives, 
or professors is greatly expanded by the places they occupy in patriarchal 
families, corporations, or universities and by their consequent authority to 
bind the collectivity by their actions. Agency, then, characterizes all per
sons. But the agency exercised by persons is collective in both its sources 
and its mode of exercise. Personal agency is, therefore, laden with collec .. 
tively produced differences of power and implicated in collective struggles 
and resistances. 

VARIETIES OF STRUCTURES 
' 

The concept of structure I elaborate in this chapter is very general and 
therefore could be applied to structures of widely differing character
ranging in import from structures that shape and constrain the develop
ment of world military power to those that shape and constrain the joking 
practices of a group of Sunday fishing buddies or the erotic practices of a 
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single couple. This immense range in the scope and character of the struc
tures to which this article's concepts can be applied is appropriate, given 
the premise that all social action is shaped by structures. But it suggests a 
need for some means of distinguishing the character and dynamics of dif
ferent sorts of structures. I will offer no detailed typology-both because 
space is short and because I feel that typologies should arise out of con
crete analyses of social change and reproduction. Instead, I shall simply 
indicate two important dimensions along which structures vary: depth, 
which refers to the schema dimension of structures, and power, which 
refers to the resource dimension. I shall try to demonstrate that thinking 
in terms of depth and power can help to illuminate the very different dy
namics and durabilities of three important types of structures: those of 
language, states, and capitalism. 

Depth has long been a key metaphor of linguistic and structuralist dis
course. To designate a structure as "deep" implies that it lies beneath and 
generates a certain range of"surface" structures, just as structures underlie 
and generate practices. In structuralist discourse, deep structures are those 
schemas that can be shown to underlie ordinary or"surface" structures, in 

·' ·v 
the sense that the surface structures are a set of transformations of the 
deep structures. Thus the structural schemas for the performance of a fer
tility ritual may be shown to be particular transformations of a deeper set 
of oppositions between wet and dry or male and female that also underlie 
structures informing other institutionally distinct practices-from house
building, to personal adornment, to oratory. Consequently, deep structural 

schemas are also pervasive, in the sense that they are present in a relatively 
wide range of institutional spheres, practices, and discourses. They also 
tend to be relatively unconscious, in the sense that they are taken-for
granted mental assumptions or modes of procedure that actors normally 
apply without being aware that they are applying them. 

Different structures also vary enormously in the resources, and hence 
the power, that they mobilize. Military structures or structures shaping 
state finance create massive concentrations of power, whereas the gram
matical structures of a language or the structures shaping schoolchildren's 
play create much more modest power concentrations. Structures also dif
fer in the kinds of power they mobilize. For example, the power created 
by apostolic succession is based primarily (although far from exclusively) 
on persuasion, while that created by the military government of a con
quering army is based primarily on coercion. 



A THEORY OF STRUCTURE 147 

Language 

I believe that thinking about structures in terms of their depth and power 
can lead to insights about the structures' durability and dynamics. Con
sider, for example, linguistic structures, which scholars in many disciplines 
have used as the prime example of structure in general. Linguistic struc
tures, which of course tend to be remarkably durable, actually fall at ex
tremes on the dimensions of both power and depth. Linguistic structures 
are unusually deep. Intricate phonological, morphological, syntactical, and 
semantic structures underlie every sentence. Sentences, in turn, are aggre
gated into meaningful utterances or texts in accord with the discursive 
structures of rhetoric, narrative, metaphor, and logic. And all of these lay
ered linguistic structures underlie the multitude of structures that rely at 
least in part on speech and writing-which is to say the immense pre
ponderance of all structures. 

Yet the power of linguistic structures is unusually slight. The enactment 
of phonological, morphological, syntactical, and semantic structures in 
speech or writing in itself has relatively modest resource effects. It con
firms the speaker's membership in a linguistic community and reinforces 
the schemas that make the generation of grammatical sentences possible. 

;; 

Assuming that an utterance is made to other competent speakers of the 
language, the speaking of a grammatical sentence in itself creates no sig
nificant power disparities but rather establishes an equality among the 
conversants. Language, of course, serves as a medium for all kinds of 
enactments of power relations, but at the level of phonology, morphology, 
syntax, and semantics, it is as close as we are likely to get to a neutral 
medium of exchange. This relative neutrality with respect to power helps 
to account for the other peculiarity of linguistic structures: their extraor

dinary durability. If the enactment of linguistic schemas serves only to sus
tain the linguistic empowerment of speakers without sharply shifting re
sources toward some speakers and away from others, then no one has 
much incentive to engage in innovations that would transform linguistic 
structures. 

If it is true that linguistic structures are much less implicated in power 
relations and much deeper and more durable than most structures, it fol
lows that we should be wary of the widespread tendency to use linguistic 
structures as a par~digm for structures in general. Although the elegance 
of the linguistic model may set an enviable standard, structures that oper-
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ate nearer the surface of social life and that are more directly implicated 
in power relations may have very different principles and dynamics. One 
danger that arises from accepting the linguistic model uncritically is a ten
dency to think of structures as composed purely of schemas, while ignor
ing the resource dimension. In studying the syntactic Structures of lan
guages, where the enactment of schemas has minor power consequences, 
it does not matter much if the resource aspect of structure is neglected. 
But when we try to make sense of the arenas of life more permeated by 

power relations, it may be downright crippling to apply the linguistic anal
ogy and conceptualize structures purely as schemas. 

States 

Particularly poor candidates for the linguistic analogy would be state or 
political structures, which commonly generate and utilize large concen
trations of power and which are usually relatively near the surface of social 
life. State and political structures are consciously established, maintained, 
fought over, and argued about rather than taken for granted as if they were 
unchangeable features of the world. Although one might initially imagine 
that large power concentrations would tend to assure a structure's dura
bility, this may not actually be true. Although centralized states with im
mense coercive power impose high costs on those who would challenge 
them, it is far from clear that centralized and coercive states have generally 
proved more durable than relatively decentralized or uncoercive states. 
Compare, for example, Britain and France between 1750 and 1850, the 
United States and Germany from 1870 to 1950, Costa Rica and Nicaragua, 
El Salvador, or Guatemala since World War II, or India and China over the 
same time span. Even the relatively stable states are subject to periodic 
structural transformations. Although the United States has had a single 
constitution since 1789, it has experienced a succession of fundamental po
litical crises that produced at least five sharply distinct party systems over 
the past two centuries (Burnham 1967 ). One might argue that state struc
tures are relatively mutable precisely because their massiveness (power) 
and obviousness (lack of depth) of their resource effects make them natu
ral targets for open struggles. 

But if most political structures are characterized by both high power 
and low depth, an inverse relationship between power and depth is by no 
means necessary. There are some political structures with immense power 
implications that are nevertheless relatively deep, that have become "sec
ond nature" and are accepted by all (or nearly all) political actors as es-
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sentially power-neutral, taken-for-granted means to political ends. Such 
structures also appear to be unusually durable. This would appear to be 
true of political structures as diverse as the American constitutional sys
tem, the French public bureaucracy, or the English community legal struc
tures whose persistence Margaret Somers (1986) has traced from the four
teenth to the mid-nineteenth century. Durability, then, would appear to be 
determined more by a structure's depth than by its power. -:? 

Capitalism 

How do structures with huge power effects become or remain deep? One 
would normally expect the massiveness of the effects to make social actors 
aware of and willing to contest the schemas and resource accumulations of 
those structures. I will approach this question by examining the case of 
capitalism, a spectacular case of a power-laden yet long-enduring struc
ture. Capitalism is, of course, highly dynamic. Yet it is commonly main
tained that the past two hundred fifty to three hundred years (if not the 
entire period since the sixteenth century, according to Wallerstein [ 1974 J) 
constitutes a unified capitalist era with a continuous dynamic of capital ac
cumulation guided by an enduring core structure, or what in Marxian parl
ance is called the capitalist mode of production. 

Marx himself noted the extraordinarily dynamic and changeable char
acter of capitalist development, but he saw the change converging on a 
single form: the large-scale, mechanized factory staffed by an increasingly 
homogenous proletariat. Recent developments have tended to make the 
changeability of capitalism seem more radical and permanent. Far from 
registering the onrush of the classic factory, the current era of world eco
nomic growth has been characterized by an increasing use of subcontract
ing, sweatshops, outsourcing, and "cottage industry;' and by the burgeon
ing of services at the expense of manufacturing. At the same time, scholars 
are increasingly pointing out the unevenness, contingency, and openness 
of development patterns under capitalism, whether in the past (Samuel 
1977; Sabel and Zeitlin 1985; see also chap. 10, below) or in the present and 
future (Piore and Sabel 1984).-Sabel (1988) has even suggested that forms 
of economic change in the so-called capitalist era are so indeterminate that 
the very concept of capitalism, with its implication of underlying ~egular
ity, is misleading and should be abandoned. I think Sabel is right as far as 
he goes: a wide variety of institutional arrangements and property rela.
tions are compatible with "capitalism;' and never in its history has capital
ism obeyed uniform "laws of motion:' Capitalist development has always 
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been a messy and uneven affair. But I think that the messiness has been at 
the level of secondary or surface structures and that beneath the surface 
mutability lies a far more stable deep structure of schemas that are con
tinually reinforced by flows of resources- even on occasions when the 
surface structures are revolutionized. 

Unlike most Marxians, I see the core schemas not as those defining the 
wage-labor relationship but as those governing the conversion of use value 
into exchange value.11 The core procedure of capitalism-the conversion 
of use value into exchange value or the commodification of things-is ex
ceptionally transposable. It knows no natural limits; it can be applied not 
only to cloth, tobacco, or cooking pans, but to land, housework, bread, sex, 
advertising, emotions, or knowledge, each of which can be converted into 
any other by means of money. The surface instability of capitalism arises 
precisely from this interconvertibility, which encourages holders of re
sources to trade them for other resources as relative values change and 
which always makes it possible for resources not previously treated as 
commodities to enter the circuit of monetized exchanges. To put it other
wise, the commodity form, by making almost all resources readable as 
exchangeable commodities,, organizes a virtually universal intersection of 
structures, which means that changes in one structure-an increased or 
decreased accumulation of resources or a new procedure-can affect an 
indefinitely vast number of other structures that intersect through the 
medium of money. Changes at any point in the circuit of exchange will give 
rise to resource effects and innovations elsewhere. And these changes are 
not necessarily constrained to follow any particular institutional form, so 
long as they are profitable. Thus the rise of the automobile industry stim
ulated the simultaneous development of rubber plantations based on in
dentured or forced labor, automobile assembly operations based on immense 
factories staffed by wage-earning proletarians, and a proliferation of repair 
shops run by self-employed petty capitalists. 

But this chronic instability or unpredictability of capitalism's surface 
structures actually reinforces its deeper structures. An alteration anywhere 
along the vast chain of commodity exchanges is a new incitement to invest; 
the logic inherent in the commodity form makes any new array of resources 
or new procedure a potential opportunity for profit. And of course any new 
investment results in further changes. Even investments that fail create new 

n. John Roemer ( 1982) has proved to my satisfaction that capitalist exploitation can occur in 

the absence of wage labor. 
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opportunities that can be seized by following the normal procedures of cap
italist investment and exchange-when a firm goes under there is plant and 
equipment to be brought up at bargain prices, a residual market for the 
firm's former competitors to exploit, and so on. Consequently, the proce
dures themselves are remarkably impervious to-indeed, paradoxically, 
are reinforced by-the failures of particular capitalist enterprises or in
dustries. The displacement of hand weavers by the power loom or of coal by 
petroleum may have destroyed skills, wrecked businesses, or blighted the 
economies of certain localities. But it simultaneously proved that following 
the logic of the commodity form creates wealth for those who do so, and 
even-over the long run and in spite of important local exceptions-for 
the capitalist economy as a whole. In some cases, structures can combine 
depth with great power and, consequently, can shape the experiences of en
tire societies over many generations. 

CONCLUSION 

Beginning from the premise that structure is an unavoidable epistemic 
metaphor in the social sciences, I have tried to specify how that metaphor 
should be understood. Structures, I have argued, are constituted by mu
tually sustaining cultural schemas and sets of resources that empower and 
constrain social action and tend to be reproduced by that action. Agents 
are empowered by structures, both by the knowledge of cultural scliemas 
that enables them to mobilize resources and by the access to resources that 
enables them to enact schemas. This differs from ordinary sociological us
age of the term because it insists that structure is a profoundly cultural 
phenomenon and from ordinary anthropological usage because it insists 
that structure always derives from the character and distribution of re
sources in the everyday world. Structure is dynamic, not static; it is the 
continually evolving outcome and matrix of a process of social interaction. 
Even the more or less perfect reproduction of structures is a profoundly 
temporal process that requires resourceful and innovative human conduct. 
But the same resourceful agency that sustains the reproduction of struc.
tures also makes possible their transformation-by means of transposi
tions of schemas and remobilizations of resources that make the new 
structures recognizable as transformations of the old. Structures, I sug
gest, are not reified categories we can invoke to explain the inevitable shape 
of social life. To invoke structures as I have defined them here is to call for 
a critical analysis of the dialectical interactions through which humans 
shape their history. 



THE CONCEPT(S) OF CULTURE 

The aim of this chapter is to reflect upon the concept- or more prop
erly the concepts-of culture in contemporary academic discourse. 

Trying to clarify what we mean by culture seems both imperative and im
possible at a moment like the present, when the study of culture is ex
panding explosively in virtually all fields of the human sciences. Although 
I glance at the varying uses of the concept in a number of disciplines, my 
reflection is based above all on the extensive debates that have occurred 
in anthropology over the past two decades-debates in which some have 
questioned the very utility of the concept.1 I feel strongly that it remains 
as useful, indeed essential, as ever. But given the cacophony of contempo
rary discourse about culture, I also believe that the concept needs some re
working and clarification. 

The current volatility of the culture concept stands in sharp contrast 
with the situation in the early 1970s, when I first got interested in a cultural 
approach to social history. At that time it was clear that if you wanted to 
learn about culture, you turned to the anthropologists. And while they by 
no means spoke in a single voice, there was a widespread consensus both 
about the meaning of culture and about the centrality of the culture con-

A version of this chapter was o~iginally published with the same title iq Beyond the Cultural 
Turn: New Directions in the Study of Culture and Society, ed. Victoria E. Bonnbll and Lynn Hunt. 
Copyright© 1999 by The Regents of the University of California; reprinted with the permission 
of University of California Press. I would like to thank Anne Kane, David Laitin, Claudio Lom
nit:z, Sherry Ortner, Bill R~ddy, Marshall Sahlins, Paul Seeley, Ann Swidler, and Lisa Wedeen 
for their valuable comments on earlier versions of this chapter. 

1. For a discerning analysis of this debate, see Brightman (1995). 
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cept to the anthropological enterprise. I began borrowing the methods 
and insights of cultural anthropology as a means of learning more about 
nineteenth-century French workers. Cultural analysis, I hoped, would en
able me to understand the meaning of workers' practices that I had been 
unable to get at by using quantitative and positivist methods-my stan ... 
dard toolkit as a practitioner of what was then called "the new social his
tory:'2 I experienced the encounter with cultural anthropology as a turn 
from a hard ... headed, utilitarian, and empiricist materialism-which.had 
both liberal and marxisant faces- to a wider appreciation of the ra~ge of 
human possibilities, both in the past and in the present. Convinced that 
there was more to life than the relentless pursuit of wealth, status, and 
power, I felt that cultural anthropology could show us how to get at that 
" " more. 

Anthropology at the time had a virtual monopoly on the concept of cul ... 
ture. In political science and sociology, culture was associated with the by 
then utterly sclerotic Parsonian theoretical synthesis. The embryonic 1'cul
tural studies" movement was still confined to a single research center in 
Birmingham. And literary studies were still fixated on canonical literary 
texts-although the methods of studying them were being revolutionized 
by the importation of "French" structuralist and post ... structuralist theory. 
Moreover, the mid-196os to the mid-197os were the glory years of Ameri ... 
can cultural anthropology, which may be said to have reached its apotheo ... 
sis with the publication of Clifford Geertz's phenomenally influential The 
Interpretation of Cultures in 1973· Not only did anthropology have no serious 
rivals in the study of culture, but the creativity and prestige of cultural 
anthropology were at a very high point. 

As I have noted in chapter 2 1 during the 1980s and 1990s the intellectual 
ecology of the study of culture was transformed by a vast expansion of 
work on culture in a wide range of academic disciplines and specialties. 
The history of this advance differs in timing and content in each field, but 
the cumulative effects are undeniable. In literary studies, which were al
ready being transformed by French theory in the 1970s, the 1980s marked 
a turn to a vastly wider range of texts, quasi-texts, para-texts, and text ana
logues. If, as Derrida ( 1976) declared, nothing is extratextual ("ii n'y a pas 
de hors-texte"), literary critics could direct their theory ... driven gaze upon 
semiotic products of all kinds-legal documents, political tracts, soap op
eras, histories, talk shows, popular romances-and seek out their i.i!i.ter ... . ,, 

2. One outcome of these efforts was Sewell (1980). 
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textualities. Consequently, as such"new historicist" critics as Steven Green
blatt and Louis Montrose recognize, literary study is increasingly becom
ing the study of cultures.3 In history the early and rather self-conscious 
borrowing from anthropology was followed by a theoretically heteroge
neous rush to the study of culture, one modeled as much on literary stud
ies or the work of Michel Foucault as on anthropology. 

In the late 1970s, an emerging"sociology of culture" began by applying 
standard sociological methods to studies of the production and marketing 
of cultural artifacts-music, art, drama, and literature. By the late 1980s, 
the work of cultural sociologists had broken out of the study of culture
producing institutions and moved toward studying the place of meaning 
in social life more generally. Feminism, which in the 1970s was concerned 
above all to document women's experiences, has increasingly turned to an
alyzing the discursive production of gender difference. Since the mid-
198os the new quasi-discipline of cultural studies has grown explosively in 
a variety of different academic niches-for example, in programs or de
partments of film studies, literature, performance studies, or communica
tions. In political science, which is well known for its propensity to chase 
headlines, interest in cultural questions has been revived by the recent 
prominence of religious fundamentalism, nationalism, and ethnicity, 
which look like the most potent sources of political cdnflict in the con
temporary world. This frenetic rush to the study of culture has every
where been bathed, to a greater or lesser extent, in the pervasive trans
disciplinary influence of the French post-structuralist trinity of Lacan, 
Derrida, and Foucault. 

It is paradoxical that as discourse about culture becomes ever more per
vasive and multifarious, anthropology, the discipline that invented the 
concept-or at least shaped it into something like its present form-is 
somewhat ambivalently backing away from its long-standing identifica
tion with culture as its keyword and central symbol. For the past two 
decades, anthropology has been rent by a particularly severe identity cri
sis, which has been manifested in anxiety about the discipline's epistemol
ogy, rhetoric, methodological procedures, and political implications.4 The 
reasons for the crisis are many-liberal and radical guilt about anthropol
ogy's association with Euro-American colonialism, the disappearance of 

3. A good introduction to this current of scholarship is Veeser (1989). 

4. The most celebrated expression of this angst is the collective volume edited by Clifford and 

Marcus (1986). 
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the supposedly "untouched" or "primitive" peoples who were the favored 
subjects for classical ethnographies, the rise of "native" ethnographers who 
contest the right of European and American scholars to tell the "truth" 
about their people, and the general loss of confidence in the possibility of 
objectivity that has attended post-structuralism and postmodernism. As 
anthropology's most central and distinctive concept, "culture" has become 
a suspect term among critical anthropologists-who claim that both in its 
academic usages and in the way it has been picked up in public discourse, 
talk about culture tends to essentialize, exoticize, and stereotype those 
whose ways of life are being described and to naturalize their differences 
from white middle-class Euro-Americans. If Geertz's phrase "The Inter
pretation of Cultures" was the watchword of anthropology in the 1970s, 
Lila Abu-Lughod's"Writing Against Culture" (1991) more nearly sums up 
the mood of the late 1980s and the 1990s. 

As Robert Brightman points out in his superb commentary on the re
cent disputes about culture in anthropology, the anthropological critics of 
the 1980s and 1990s have exhibited widespread "lexical avoidance behav
ior;' either placing the term culture in quotation marks when it is used, re
fusing to use culture as a noun while continuing to use it as an adjective (as 
in"cultural anthropology"), or replacing it with alternative lexemes such as 
"habitus;"'hegemony;' or"discourse" (1995, 510 ). This emerging anthropo
logical tabu about using the term culture seems to me mistaken on two 
counts. First, it is based on the implicit assumption that anthropology 
"owns" the lexeme and that it is therefore responsible for any abuses that 
might be perpetrated by means of the term. Second, it assumes that an
thropological abstention from the use of the lexeme will magically abolish 
such abuses. The truth is that the term culture has escaped all possibility 
of control by anthropologists: whatever lexical practices the anthropolo
gists may adopt, talk about culture will continue to thrive, in both abusive 
and acceptable ways, in a wide range of other academic disciplines and in 
ordinary language as well. Moreover, as Brightman again points out, even 
the critical anthropologists find it impossible to give up the concept of cul
ture, as opposed to the lexeme. James Clifford's lament that "culture is a 
deeply compromised concept that I cannot yet do without" ( r988a, 10) 
seems emblematic of the unresolved ambivalence: the concept is compro
mised and he hopes in the future to do without it, but because it continues 
to perform valuable intellectual work the fateful act of renunciation is in
definitely deferred. If, as I believe, Clifford is right that we cannot do with
out a concept of culture, I think we should try to shape it into one we can 
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work with. We need to modify, rearticulate, and revivify the concept, re
taining and reshaping what is useful and discarding what is not. 

WHAT DO WE MEAN BY CULTURE? 

Writing in 1983, Raymond Williams declared that"culture is one of the two 
or three most complicated words in the English language" (1983; see also 

1958 ). Its complexity has sll:rely not decreased since then. '!'.have neither the 
competence nor the inclination to trace out the full range of meanings of 
culture in contemporary academic discourse. But some attempt to sort out 
the different usages of the word seems essential. We should begin by dis

tinguishing two fundamentally different meanings of the term. 
In one meaning, culture is a theoretically defined category or aspect of 

social life that must be abstracted out from the complex reality of human 
existence. Culture in this sense is always contrasted to some other equally 
abstract aspect or category of social life that is not culture-for example, 
to economy, or politics, or biology. To designate something as culture or as 

cultural is to claim it for a particular academic discipline or subdiscipline
for example, anthropology or cultural sociology- or for a particular style 
or styles of analysis-for example, structuralism, ethno-science, compo
nential analysis, deconstruction, or hermeneutics. Culture in this sense
as an abstract analytical category- only takes the singular. Whenever we 
speak of "cultures;' we have moved to the second fundamental meaning. 

In its second meaning, culture stands for a concrete and bounded world 
of beliefs and practices. Culture in this sense is commonly assumed to be
long to or to be isomorphic with a "society" or with some clearly identifi
able subsocietal group. We may speak of 'f\merican culture" or "Samoan 
culture;' or of"middle-class culture" or "ghetto culture:·s The contrast in 
this usage is not between culture and not-culture but between one culture 

and another-between American, Samoan, French, and Bororo cultures, 
or between middle-class and upper-class cultures or ghetto and main

stream cultures. 
This distinction between culture as theoretical category and culture as 

concrete and bounded body of beliefs and practices is, as far as I can dis-

5. The two types of meanings I have distinguished here can be overlaid, so that the cultural 
aspects of the life of a people or a social group are distinguished from the honcultural aspects of 
its life. Hence, "Balinese culture" may be contrasted to "Balinese society" or"the Balinese econ

omy:' In anthropological usage, however,"culture" also is commonly used to designate the whole 

of the social life of a given people, so that"Balinese culture" becomes a synonym for"Balinese so

ciety" rather than a contrastive term. 
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cern, seldom made. Yet it seems to me crucial for thinking clearly about 
cultural theory. It should be clear, for example, that Ruth Benedict's con
cept of cultures as sharply distinct and highly integrated refers to culture 
in the second sense while Claude Levi-Strauss's notion that cultural mean
ing is structured by systems of oppositions is a claim about culture in the 
first sense. Their theories of"culture" are, strictly speaking, incommensu

rate; they refer to different conceptual universes. Failure to recognize this 
distinction between two fundamentally different meanings of the term has 
real consequences for contemporary cultural theory; some of the impasses , 
of theoretical discourse in contemporary anthropology are attributable 
precisely to an elision of the two. Thus, a dissatisfaction with "Benedic
tine" ethnographies that present cultures as uniformly well bounded and 
coherent has led to what seem to me rather confused attacks on "the cul.
ture concept" in general-attacks that fail to distinguish Benedictine 
claims about the tight integration of cultures (1934) from Levi-Straussian 
claims about the semiotic coherence of culture as a system of meanings 
(1963a, 1966). Conversely, anthropologists who defend the culture concept 
also tend to conflate the two meanings, regarding claims that cultures are 
rent with fissures or that their boundaries are porous as implying an aban
donment of the concept of culture altogether. 

Here, I will be concerned primarily with culture in the first sense-cul
ture as a category of social life. One must have a clear conception of culture 
at this abstract level in order to deal with the more concrete theoretical 
question of how cultural differences are patterned and bounded in space 
and time. Once I have sketched out my own ideas about what an adequate 
abstract theory of culture might look like, will I return to the question of 
culture as a bounded universe of beliefs and practices-to the question of 
cultures in the Benedictine sense. 

CULTURE AS A CATEGORY OF SOCIAL LIFE 

Culture as a category of social life has itself been conceptualized in a num
ber of different ways. Let me begin by specifying some of these different 
conceptualizations, moving from those I do not find especially useful to 
those I find more adequate. 

Culture as learned behavior. Culture in this sense is the whole body of 
practices, beliefs, institutions, customs, habits, myths, etc. built up by hu
mans and passed on from generation to generation. Culture, in this usage, 
is contrasted to nature: it is possession of culture in this sense that ftistin
guishes us from other animals. When anthropologists were struggling to 



establish that differences between societies were not based on biological 
differences between their populations-that is on race-a definition of 
culture as learned behavior made sense. But now that racial arguments 
have virtually disappeared from anthropological discourse, a concept of 
culture so broad as this seems impossibly vague; it provides no particular 
angle or analytical purchase on the study of social life. 

A narrower and consequently more useful conceptualization of culture 
emerged in anthropological discourse during the second quarter of the 
twentieth century and has been dominant in the social sciences generally 
since World War II. It defines culture not as all learned behavior but as that 
category or aspect of learned behavior that is concerned with meaning. But 
this concept of culture-as-meaning is in fact a family of related concepts; 
meaning may be used to specify a cultural realm or sphere in at least four 
distinct ways, each of which is defined in contrast to somewhat differently 
conceptualized noncultural realms or spheres. 

Culture as an institutional sphere devoted to the making of meaning. This con
ception of culture is based on the assumption that social formations are 
composed of clusters of institutions devoted to specialized activities. These 
clusters can be assigned to variously defined institutional spheres-most 
conventionally, spheres of politics, economy, society, and culture. Culture is 
the sphere devoted specifically to the production, circulation, and use of 
meanings. The cultural sphere may in turn be broken d(>.wn into the sub
spheres of which it is composed: say, of art, music, theater, fashion, litera
ture, religion, media, and education. The study of culture, if culture is de
fined in this way, is the study of the activities that take place within these 
institutionally defined spheres and of the meanings produced in them. 

This conception of culture is particularly prominent in the discourses of 
sociology and cultural studies, but it is rarely used by anthropologists. The 
roots of this meaning probably reach back to the strongly evaluative con
ception of culture as a sphere of" high" or"uplifting" artistic and intellectual 
activity, a meaning that Raymond Williams tells us came into prominence 
in the nineteenth century (1983, 90-91). But in contemporary academic 
discourse, this usage normally lacks such evaluative and hierarchizing im
plications. The dominant style of work in American sociology of culture 
has been demystifying: its typical approach has been to uncover the largely 
self-aggrandizing, class-interested, manipulative, or professionalizing in
stitutional dynamics that undergird prestigious museums, artistic styles, 
symphony orchestras, or philosophical schools. And cultural studies, 
which has taken as its particular mission the appreciation of cultural forms 
disdained by the spokesmen of high culture- rock music, street fashion, 
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cross-dressing, shopping malls, Disneyland, soap operas-employs this 
same basic definition of culture. It merely trains its analytical attention on 
spheres of meaning production ignored by previous analysts and regarded 
as debased by elite tastemakers. 

The problem with such a concept of culture is that it focuses only on a 
certain range of meanings, produced in a certain range of institutional 
locations-on self-consciously "cultural" institutions and on expressive, 
artistic, and literary systems of meanings. This use of the concept has a 
certain complicity with the widespread notion that meanings are of mini
mal importance in the other "noncultural" institutional spheres: that in 
political or economic spheres, meanings are merely superstructural ex
crescences. And since institutions in the political and economic spheres 
control the great bulk of society's resources, the concept of culture as a dis
tinct sphere of activity may in the end simply confirm the widespread 
social-scientific presupposition that culture is merely froth on the tides of 

society. The rise of a cultural sociology that limited itself to studying"cul
tural'' institutions effected a partition of subject matter that was very un
favorable to the cultural sociologists. Indeed, it is only the supercession of 
this restrictive concept of culture that made possible the explosive growth 
of the subfield of cultural sociology in the past two decades. 

Culture as creativity or agency. This usage of culture has grown up particu
larly in traditions that posit a powerful "material" determinism-most 
notably Marxism and American sociology. Over the past four decades or 
so, scholars working within these traditions have carved out a con6fption 
of culture as a realm of creativity that escapes from the otherwise pervasive 
determination of social action by economic or social structures. In the 
Marxist tradition, it was probably E. R Thompson's The Making of the En
glish Working Class (1963) that first conceptualized culture as a realm of 
agency and it is particularly English Marxists-for example, Paul Willis 
in Learning to Labor ( 1981 )-who have elaborated this conception. But the 
defining opposition on which this concept of culture rests-culture vs. 
structure-has also become pervasive in the vernacular of American soci
ology. One clear sign that American anthropologists and sociologists have 
different conceptions of culture is that the opposition between culture and 
structure-an unquestioned commonplace in contemporary sociological 
discourse-is nonsensical in anthropology. 

In my opinion, identifying culture with agency and contrasting it with 
structure merely perpetuates the same determinist materialism that"cul
turalist" Marxists were reacting against in the first place. It exaggerates 
both the implacability of socioeconomic determinations and the free play 



of symbolic action. Both socioeconomic and cultural processes are blends 

of structure and agency. Cultural action-say performing practical jokes 
or writing poems-is necessarily contrained by cultural structures, such 

as existing linguistic, visual, or ludic conventions. And economic action
such as the manufacture or repair of automobiles-is impossible without 
the exercise of creativity and agency. The particulars of the relationship 
between structure and agency may differ in cultural and economic pro

cesses, but assigning either ;he economic or the cultural e~dusively to struc
ture or to agency is a serious category error. 

This brings us to the two concepts of culture that I regard as most fruit

ful and that I see as currently struggling for dominance: the concept of cul
ture as a system of symbols and meanings, which was hegemonic in the 
1960s and 1970s, and the concept of culture as practice, which has become 
increasingly prominent in the 1980s and 1990s. 

Culture as a system of symbols and meanings. This has been the dominant 
concept of culture in American anthropology since the 1960s. It was made 
famous above all by Clifford Geertz, who used the term "cultural system" 

in the titles of some of his most notable essays (1973e, l973h, l983b, l983c). 
The concept of cultural system was also elaborated by David Schneider 
(1968, 1976), whose writings had a considerable influence within anthro
pology but lacked Geertz's interdisciplinary appeal. Geertz and Schneider 
derived the term cultural system from Talcott Parsons's usage, according 
to which the cultural system, a system of symbols and meanings, was a 
particular"level of abstraction" of social relations. It was contrasted to the 
"social system;' which was a system of norms and institutions, and to the 

"personality system;' which was a system of motivations (Parsons 1959 ). 6 

Geertz and Schneider especially wished to distinguish the cultural system 
from the social system. To engage in cultural analysis, for them, was to 
abstract the meaningful aspect of human action out from the flow of con
crete interactions. The point of conceptualizing culture as a system of 
symbols and meanings is to disentangle, for the purpose of analysis, the 
semiotic influences on action from the other sorts of influences-demo
graphic, geographical, biological, technological, economic, and so on

that they are necessarily mixed with in any concrete sequence of behavior. 
Geertz's and Schneider's post-Parsonian theorizations of cultural sys

tems were by no means the only available models for symbolic anthropol-

' ' 

6. Geertz and Schneider were both students of Talcott Parsons and Clyde Kluckhohn in the 

Harvard department of social relations, and they taught together during the 1960s at the Uni

versity of Chicago, then the epicenter of cultural anthropology. 
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ogy in the 1960s and 1970s. The works of Victor Turner, whose theoretical 
origins were in the largely Durkheimian British school of social anthro

pology, was also immensely influential (1967, 1969). Claude Levi-Strauss 
and his many followers provided an entire alternative model of culture as 
a system of symbols and meanings-conceptualized, following Saussure, 
as signifiers and signifieds. Moreover, all these anthropological schools 
were in a sense manifestations of a much broader "linguistic turn" in the 
human sciences-a diverse but sweeping attempt to specify the stru'ctures 
of human symbol systems and to indicate their profound influence on hu
man behavior. One thinks above all of such French "structuralist" thinkers 

~~ 

as Roland Barthes ([1957] 1972),Jacques Lacan (1977), or the early Ivllchel 
Foucault (1971). What all of these approaches had in common was an in
sistence on the systematic nature of cultural meaning and the autonomy of 
symbol systems-their distinctness from and irreducibility to other fea
tures of social life. They all abstracted a realm of pure signification out 
from the complex messiness of social life and sought to specify its internal 
coherence and deep logic. Their practice of cultural analysis consequently 
tended to be more or less synchronic and formalist. 

Culture as practice. The past decade and a half has witnessed a pervasive 
reaction against the concept of culture as a system of symbols and mean
ings, which has taken place in various disciplinary locations and intellec
tual traditions and under many different slogans-for example,"practice;' 
"resistance;' "history," "politics;' or "culture as toolkit:' Analysts working 
under all these banners object to a portrayal of culture as logical, coherent, 
shared, uniform, and static. Instead they insist that culture is a sphere of 
practical activity shot through by willful action, power relations, struggle, 
contradiction, and change. 

In anthropology, Sherry Ortner remarked on the turn to politics, his
tory, and agency in anthropology in 1984, suggesting Pierre Bourdieu's 
(1977) key term"practice" as an appropriate label for this emerging sensi
bility. Two years later the publication of James Clifford's and George Mar
cus's collection Writing Culture (1986) announced to the public the crisis of 
anthropology's culture concept. Since then, criticisms of the concept of 
culture as a system of symbols and meanings has flowed thick and fast. The 
most notable work in anthropology has argued for the contradictory, po
litically charged, changeable, and fragmented character of meanings
both meanings produced in the societies being studied and meanings ren
dered in anthropological texts. Recent work in anthropology has in effect 
recast culture as a performative term. J{ 

Not surprisingly, this emphasis on the performative aspect of cultbre is 



compatible with the work of most cultural historians. Historians are gen
erally uncomfortable with synchronic concepts. As they took up the study 
of culture, they subtly-but usually without comment-altered the con
cept by stressing the contradictoriness and malleability of cultural mean
ings and by seeking out the mechanisms by which meanings were trans
formed. The battles in history, discussed at length in chapter 2 1 have been 
over a different issue; they have pitted those who claim that historical 
change should be understood as a purely cultural or discursive process 
against those who argue for the significance of economic and social deter
minations or for the centrality of concrete"experience" in understanding it.7 

Sociologists, for rather different reasons, have also favored a more per
formative conception of culture. Given the hegemony of a strongly causal
ist methodology and philosophy of science in contemporary sociology, 
cultural sociologists have felt a need to demonstrate that culture has causal 
efficacy in order to gain recognition for their fledgling subfield. This has 
led many of them to conceptualize culture so that it can be constructed as 
a collection of variables whose influence on behavior can be rigorously 
compared to that of such standard sociological variables as class, ethnicity, 
gender, level of education, economic interest, and the like. The conse
quence has been a move away from earlier Weberian, Durkheimian, or 
Parsonian conceptions of culture as rather vague and general "value orien
tations" to what Ann Swidler has termed a "toolkit" composed of a "reper
toire" of"strategies of action"(1984). For many cultural s0~iologists, then, 
culture is not a coherent system of symbols and meanings, but a diverse 
collection of "tools" that, as the metaphor indicates, are to be understood 
as means for the performance of action. Because these tools are discrete, 
local, and intended for specific purposes, they can be deployed as explana
tory variables in a way that culture conceived as a translocal, generalized 
system of meanings cannot. 

CULTURE AS SYSTEM AND PRACTICE 

Much of the theoretical writing on culture during the past two decades has 
assumed that a concept of culture as a system of symbols and meanings 
is at odds with a concept of culture as practice. System and practice ap
proaches have seemed incompatible, I think, because the most prominent 
practitioners of the culture-as-system-of-meanings approach effectively 
marginalized consideration of culture-as-practice-if they didn't pre
clude it altogether. 

7. See chapter 2, above, esp. note 29, and Appleby, Hunt, and Jacob (1994, 198-237). 
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This can be seen in the work of both Clifford Geertz and David 
Schneider. Geertz's analyses usually begin auspiciously enough, in that he 
frequently explicates cultural systems as means of resolving a puzzle aris
ing from concrete practices- a state funeral, trances, a royal procession, 
cockfights. But it usually turns out that the issues of practice are princi
pally a means of moving the essay to the goal of specifying in a synchronic 
form the coherence that underlies the exotic cultural practices in question. 
If Geertz marginalized questions of practice, Schneider, in a kind of re
ductio ad adsurdum, explicitly excluded them, arguing that the particular 
task of anthropology in the academic division of labor was to study 
"culture as a system of symbols and meanings in its own right and with ref
erence to its own structure;' leaving to others-sociologists, historians, 
political scientists, or economists-the question of how social action was 
structured (1976, 214). A "cultural account;' for Schneider, should be lim
ited to specifying the relations among symbols in a given domain of mean
ing-which he tended to render unproblematically as known and accepted 
by all members of the society and as possessing a highly determinate for
mal logic (see, e.g. 1968). 

Nor is the work of Geertz and Schneider unusual in its marginalization 
of practice. As critics like James Clifford (1986) have argued, conventional 
modes of writing in cultural anthropology typically smuggle highly debat
able assumptions into ethnographic accounts- for example, that cultural 
meanings are normally shared, fixed, bounded, and deeply felt. To Clif
ford's critique of ethnographic rhetoric, I would add a critique of ethno
graphic method. Anthropologists working with a conception of cu~ure
as-system have tended to focus on clusters of symbols and meaning"S' that 
can be shown to have a high degree of coherence or systematicity-for ex
ample, those of American kinship or Balinese cockfighting-and to pres
ent their accounts of these clusters as examples of what the interpretation 
of culture in general entails. This practice results in what sociologists 
would call sampling on the dependent variable. That is, anthropologists 
who belong to this school tend to select symbols and meanings that clus
ter neatly into coherent systems and pass over those that are relatively 
fragmented or incoherent, thus confirming the hypothesis that symbols 
and meanings indeed form tightly coherent systems. 

Given some of these problems in the work of the culture-as-system 
school, the recent turn to a concept of culture-as-practice has been both 
understandable and fruitful-it has effectively highlighted many of that 
school's shortcomings and made up some of its most glaring analytic defi
cits. Yet the presumption that a concept of culture as a system of symbols 
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and meanings is at odds with a concept of culture as practice seems to me 
perverse. System and practice are complementary concepts: each presup
poses the other. To engage in cultural practice means to utilize existing cul
tural symbols to accomplish some end. The employment of a symbol can 
be expected to accomplish a particular goal only because the symbols have 
more or less determinate meanings-meanings specified by their system
atically structured relations to other symbols. Hence practice implies sys
tem. But it is equally true that the system has no existence apart from the 
succession of practices th<}t instantiate, reproduce, or-,,-most interest
ingly-transform it. Hence system implies practice.8 System and practice 
constitute an indissoluble duality or dialectic; the important theoretical 
question is not whether culture should be conceptualized as practice or as 
a system of symbols and meanings, but how to conceptualize the articula
tion of system and practice. 

THE AUTONOMY OF CULTURE 

Let me begin this task by stating some assumptions about practice. I as
sume that human practice, in all social contexts or institutional spheres, 
is structured simultaneously both by meanings and by other aspects of the 
environment in which they occur- by, for example, power relations or spa
tiality or resource distributions. Culture is neither a particular kind of prac
tice nor practice that takes place in a particular social location. It is, rather, 
the semiotic dimension of human social practice in general. I further as
sume that these dimensions of practice mutually shape and constrain each 
other but also that they are relatively autonomous from each other.9 

The autonomy of the cultural dimension of practice can also be under
stood by thinking about culture as a system. The cultural dimension of 

8. Readers of Marshall Sahlins (esp. 1985, 136-56) should find this formulation familiar. 
9. By speaking of dimensions of social life that are relatively autonomous from each other, I do 

not mean to imply that these are in some sense prior to culture or entirely independent of it, as 
the anthropologist Richard Handler imagined in his review essay on the volume in which this 
chapter originally appeared (2002, 1516). As I try to spell out more fully in the final chapter of 
this book, I in fact agree with Handler that all social action is culturally constituted. But I do not 
agree with Handler's implicit claim (one very common among anthropologists) that a cultural 

account is therefore a sufficient explanation of social life. From the fact that all social action is 
meaningful, it does not necessarily follow that social action is shaped by nothing but meaning. 

Other orders of constraints and pressures (for example, abundance or scarcity of resources, 
gross disparities of coercive force, or the spatial locations and physical mobilities of actors and 
resources), which may themselves be the outcomes of semiotically motivated action, regularly 

influence social action in ways th~t'escape the awareness of actors and ari'not easily accounted 
for by semiotic analysis alone. I think a program of cultural research that attempts to utilize and 
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practice is autonomous from other dimensions of practice in two senses. 
First, culture has a semiotic structuring principle that is different from the 
political, economic, or geographical structuring principles that also inform 
practice. Hence, even if an action were almost entirely determined by, say, 
overwhelming disparities in economic resources, those disparities would 
still have to be rendered meaningful in action according to a semiotic 
logic- that is, in language or in some other form of symbols. For example, 
an impoverished worker facing the only manufacturer seeking labo~ers in 
his district will have no choice but to accept the offer. Yet in accepting the 
offer she or he is not simply submitting to the employer, but entering into 
a culturally defined relation as a wage worker. Second, the cultural di.Q:len-

1 

sion is also autonomous in the sense that the meanings that make it up-
although influenced by the context in which they are employed-are 
shaped and reshaped by a multitude of other contexts. The meaning of a 
symbol always transcends the particular context, because the symbol is 
freighted with its usages in a multitude of other instances of social practice. 
Thus, our worker enters into a relationship of"wage worker" that carries 
certain recognized meanings-of deference, but also of independence 
from the employer and perhaps of solidarity with other wage workers. 
These meanings are carried over from the other contexts in which the 
meaning of wage work is determined-not only from other instances of 
hirings but from statutes, legal arguments, strikes, socialist tracts, and eco
nomic treatises. They enter importantly into defining the local possibilities 
of action, in this case perhaps granting the worker greater power to resist 
the employer than the local circumstances alone would have dictated. 

To understand fully the significance of this second sort of autonomy, 
it is important to note that the network of semiotic relations that make 
up culture is not isomorphic with the network of economic, political, geo
graphical, social, or demographic relations that make up what we usually 
call a "society:' A given symbol-mother, red, polyester, liberty, wage
labor, or dirt- is likely to show up not only in many different locations in 
a given institutional domain (motherhood in millions of families) but in a 
variety of different institutional domains as well (welfare mothers as a po
tent political symbol, the mother tongue in linguistic quarrels, the Mother 
of God in the Roman Catholic Church). Culture may be thought of as a 

grapple with the insights of, say, economic or geographical or demographic analysis, will be 
stronger than one that ignores or disdains all analytical traditions other than the semiotic. For 
an earlier and somewhat different exposition of this point, see Sewell (1993). 
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network of semiotic relations cast across society, a network with a differ
ent shape and different spatiality than institutional, or economic, or polit
ical networks. 10 The meaning of a symbol in a given institutional location 
may therefore be subject to redefinition by dynamics entirely foreign to 
that institutional domain or spatial location: thus, for example, in the 
1950s a particular political meaning of the symbol "red" became so over
powering that the Cincinnati Reds baseball team felt the need to change 
its name to "the Redlegs:' It is this fact that makes possible-indeed vir
tually guarantees-that the cultural dimension of practice will have acer
tain autonomy from its other dimensions. 

If culture has a distinct semiotic logic, this implies that it must in some 
sense be coherent. But it is important not to exaggerate or misspecify the 
coherence of symbol systems. I assume the coherence of a cultural system 
to be semiotic in a roughly Saussurian sense: that is, that the meaning of a 
sign or symbol is a function of its network of oppositions to or distinctions 
from other signs in the system. This implies that users of culture will form 
a semiotic community-in the sense that they will recognize the same set 
of oppositions and therefore be capable of engaging in mutually meaning
ful symbolic action. To use the ubiquitous linguistic analogy, they will be 
capable of using the "grammar" of the semiotic system to make under
standable "utterances:' 

It should be noted, however, that this conception actually implies only 
a quite minimal cultural coherence-one might call it a thin coherence. 
The fact that members of a; semiotic community recognize a given set of 
symbolic oppositions does not determine what sort of statements or ac
tions they will construct on the basis of their semiotic competence. Nor 
does it mean that they form a community in any fuller sense. They need 
not agree in their moral or emotional evaluations of given symbols. The 
semiotic field they share may be recognized and used by groups and indi
viduals locked in fierce enmity rather than bound by solidarity, or by 
people who feel relative indifference toward each other. The posited exis
tence of cultural coherence says nothing about whether semiotic fields are 
big or small, shallow or deep, encompassing or specialized. It implies only 
that if meaning is to exist at all, there must be systematic relations among 
signs and a group of people who recognize those relations. 

That this Saussurian conception implies only a thin cultural coherence 
seems consonant with certain deconstructionist arguments. The entire 

10. On the spatial aspect of culture, see Lomnitz-Adler (1991). 
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thrust of deconstruction has been to reveal the instability of linguistic 
meaning. It has located this instability in the signifying mechanism of lan
guage itself-claiming that because the meaning of a linguistic sign always 
depends on a contrast with what the sign is opposed to or different from, 
language is inevitably haunted by the traces of the very terms it excludes. 
Consequently, the meaning of a text or an utterance can never be fixed; at
tempts to secure meaning can only defer, never exclude, a plethora of alter
native or opposed interpretations. 

Cultural analysts who-like me-wish to argue that cultural systems 
are powerfully constraining have often drawn back from deconstructionist 
arguments in horror. I think this is a major mistake; indeed, I would main
tain that a broadly deconstructionist understanding of meaning is essen
tial for anyone attempting to theorize cultural change. Deconstruction 
does not deny the possibility of coherence. Rather, it assumes that the co
herence inherent in a system of symbols is thin in the sense I have de
scribed, and it demonstrates over and over that what are taken as the cer
tainties or truths of texts or discourses are in fact disputable and unstable. 
This seems entirely compatible with a practice perspective on culture. It 
assumes that symbol systems have a (Saussurian) logic but that this logic 
is open ended, not closed. And it strongly implies that if a given symbol 
system is taken by its users to be unambiguous and highly constraining, 
this fact cannot be accounted for by the system's semiotic qualities alone, 
but must result from the way semiotic structures are interlocked in prac
tice with other structures-economic, political, social, spatial, etc.11 

Thus far in this section I have mainly been talking about culture as sys
tem. But what I have said has implications for how we might conceptual
ize culture as practice. First, the conception of culture as semiotic implies 
a particular notion of cultural practice. To engage in cultural practice is to 
make use of a semiotic code to do something in the world. People who are 
members of a semiotic community are capable not only of recognizing 
statements made in a semiotic code (as I have pointed out above) but of 
using the code as well, of putting it into practice. To use a code means to 
attach abstractly available symbols to concrete things or circumstances 

n. This is not, of course, the usual conclusion arrived at by deconstructionists, who would 
insist that these"other structures" are no less textual than semiotic structures and that making 
sense of them is purely a matter of intertextuality. This epistemological and ontological differ
ence between my position and that of deconstruction should make it clear that I am appropri
ating from deconstruction specific ideas that I find useful rather than adopting a full-scale de
constructionist position. 



and thereby to posit something about them. As I argued in chapter 4 1 to 
be able to use a code (or a schema) means more than being able to apply it 
mechanically in stereotyped situations. It also means having the ability to 
elaborate it, to modify or adapt its rules to novel circumstances. 

What things in the world are is never fully determined by the symbolic 
net we throw over them-this also depends upon their preexisting physi
cal characteristics, the spatial relations in which they occur, the relations of 
power with which they are invested, their economic value, and, of course, 
the different symbolic meanings that may have been attributed to them by 
other actors. The world isli recalcitrant to our predications of meaning. 
Hence, as Marshall Sahlins has pointed out, every act of symbolic attribu
tion puts the symbols at risk, makes it possible that the meanings of the 
symbols will be inflected or transformed by the uncertain consequences of 
practice. Usually, such attributions result in only tiny inflections of the 
meaning of symbols. But on some occasions-for example when Hawaiian 
chiefs used the category of tabu to enforce a chiefly monopoly on trade with 
Western merchants-novel attributions can have the result of transform
ing the meaning of a symbol in historically crucial ways (Sahlins 19811 67-

72; 1985, 136-56). 

Part of what gives cultural practice its potency is the ability of actors to 
play upon the multiple meanings of symbols-thereby redefining situa
tions in ways that they believe will favor their purposes. Creative cultural 
action commonly entails the purposeful or spontaneous importation of 
meanings from one social location or context to another. I have recently 
worked on a telling example of the importation of meaning. The men and 
women who captured the Bastille in July 1789 were unquestionably char
acterizable as "the people" in the common sense of "the mob" or the 
"urban poor:' But Parisian radicals and members of the French National 
Assembly played on the ambiguity of the term "the people" to cast those 
who took the Bastille also as a concrete instance of the abstract category of 
"the people" who were said to be sovereign in radical political theory. Im
porting the association between the people and sovereignty from the con
text of political theory into that of urban crowd violence had the not in
consequential effect of ushering the modern concept of revolution into the 
world (see chapter 8, below). 

CULTURES AS DISTINCT WORLDS OF MEANING 

Up to now, I have been considering culture only in its singular and abstract 
sense-as a realm of sociaiJife defined in contrast to some other noncul
tural realm or realms. My main points may be summarized as follows: cul-
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ture, I have argued, should be understood as a dialectic of system and prac
tice, as a dimension of social life autonomous from other such dimensions 
both in its logic and in its spatial configuration, and as possessing a real but 
thin coherence that is continually put at risk in practice and therefore sub
ject to transformation. Such a theorization, I maintain, makes it possible 
to accept the cogency of recent critiques and yet to retain a workable and 
powerful concept of culture that incorporates the achievements of the cul ... 

tural anthropology of the 1960s and 1970s. 
But it is probably fair to say that most recent theoretical work on cul

ture, particularly in anthropology, is actually concerned primarily with 
culture in its pluralizable and more concrete sense-that is, with cultures 
as distinct worlds of meaning. Contemporary anthropological critijJS' ob
jections to the concept of culture as system and their insistence on the pri
macy of practice are not, in my opinion, really aimed at the concept of sys ... 
tern as I have outlined it above-the notion that the meaning of symbols 
is determined by their network of relations with other symbols. Rather, 
the critics' true target is the idea that cultures (in the second, pluralizable, 
sense) form neatly coherent wholes: that they are logically consistent, 
highly integrated, consensual, extremely resistant to change, and clearly 
bounded. This is how cultures tend to be represented in the classic ethno
graphies-Mead on Samoa, Benedict on the Zuni, Malinowski on the 
Trobriands, Evans-Prichard on the Nuer, or, for that matter, Geertz on the 
Balinese. But recent research and thinking about cultural practices, even in 
relatively"simple" societies, has turned this classical model on its head. It 
now appears that we should think of worlds of meaning as normally being 
contradictory, loosely integrated, contested, mutable, and highly perme
able. Consequently the very concept of cultures as coherent and distinct 
entities is widely disputed. 

Cultures are contradictory. Some authors of classic ethnographies were 
quite aware of the presence of contradictions in the cultures they studied. 
Victor Turner, for example, demonstrated that red symbolism in certain 
Ndembu rituals simultaneously signified the contradictory principles of 
matrilineal fertility and male bloodletting. But he emphasized how these 
potentially contradictory meanings were brought together and harmo
nized in ritual performances (1967, 41-43). A current anthropological sen
sibility would probably emphasize the fundamental character of the con
tradictions rather than their situational resolution in the ritual. It is 
common for potent cultural symbols to express contradictions as much as 
they express coherence. One need look no farther than the central Chris
tian symbol of the Trinity, which attempts to unify in one symbolic figure 
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three sharply distinct and largely incompatible possibilities of Christian 
religious experience+ authoritative and hierarchical orthodoxy (the Fa
ther), loving egalitarianism and grace (the Son), and ecstatic spontaneity 
(the Holy Ghost). Cultural worlds are commonly beset with internal con
tradictions. 

Cultures are loosely integrated. Classical ethnographies recognized that so
cieties were composed of different spheres of activity-for example, kin
ship, agriculture, hunting, warfare, and religion-and that each of these 
component parts had its own specific cultural forms. But the classical 
ethnographers typically saw it as their task to show how these culturally 
varied components fit into a well-integrated cultural whole. Most contem
porary students of culture would question this emphasis. They are more 
inclined to stress the centrifugal cultural tendencies that arise from these 
disparate spheres of activity, to stress the inequalities between those rele
gated to different activities, and to see whatever "integration" occurs as 
based on power or domination rather than on a common ethos. That most 
anthropologists now work on complex, stratified, and highly differenti
ated societies, rather than on the "simple" societies that were the focus of 
most classical ethnographies, probably enhances this tendency. 

Cultures are contested. Classical ethnographies commonly assumed, at 
least implicitly, that a culture's most important beliefs were consensual, 
that they were agreed upon by virtually all of a society's members. Con
temporary scholars, with their enhanced awareness of race, class, and gen
der, would insist that people who occupy different positions in a given so

cial order will typically hq.v~ quite different cultural bel~efs or will have 
quite different understandings of what might seem on the surface to be 
identical beliefs. Consequently, current scholarship is replete with depic
tions of"resistance" by subordinated groups and individuals. Thus James 
Scott (1985) detects "hidden transcripts" that form the underside of peas
ants' deference in contemporary Malaysia, and Marshall Sahlins (1981, 46) 

points out that it was Hawaiian women who most readily violated tabus 
when Captain Cook's ships arrived-because the tabu system, which clas
sified them as profane ( noa) as against the sacred ( tabu) men "did not sit 
upon Hawaiian women with the force it had for men:' Cultural consensus, 
far from the normal state of things, is a difficult achievement and when it 
does occur it is bound to hide suppressed conflicts and disagreements. 

Cultures are subject to constant change. Cultural historians, who work on 
complex and dynamic societies, have generally assumed that cultures are far 
from unchanging. But recent anthropological work on relatively "simple" 
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societies also finds them to be remarkably mutable. For example, Renato 
Rosaldo's study ( 1980) of remote Ilongot headhunters in the highlands of 
Northern Luzon demonstrates that each generation of Ilongots con
structed its own logic of settlement patterns, kinship alliance, and feud .. 
ing-logics that gave successive generations of Ilongots experiences that 
were probably as varied as those of successive generations of Americans or 
Europeans between the late nineteenth and late twentieth centuries. 

Cultures are weakly bounded. It is extremely unusual for societies or their 
cultural systems to be anything like isolated or sharply bounded. Even the 
supposedly simplest societies have had relations of trade, warfare, con
quest, and borrowing of all sorts of cultural items-technology, religious 
ideas, political and artistic forms, and so on. But in addition to mutual in
fluences of these sorts, there have long been important social and cultural 
processes that transcend societal boundaries- colonialism, missionary 
religions, interregional trading associations and economic interdependen
cies, migratory diasporas, and, in the current era, multinational corpora
tions and transnational nongovernmental organizations. Although these 
trans-societal processes are certainly more prominent in more recent his .. 
tory than previously, they are hardly entirely new. Think of the spread 
of such "world religions" as Islam, Christianity, Hinduism, or Buddhism 
across entire regions of the globe or the development of extensive territo
rial empires in the ancient world. I would argue that social science's once 
virtually unquestioned model of societies as clearly bounded entities un
dergoing endogenous development is as perverse for the study of culture as 
for the study of economic history or political sociology. Systems of mean
ing do not correspond in any neat way with national or societal bound
aries-which themselves are not nearly as neat as we sometimes iiµ,agine. 

' Anything we might designate as a"society" or a"nation" will contain, or fail 
to contain, a multitude of overlapping and interpenetrating cultural sys
tems, most of them either subsocietal or trans-societal or both.1? 

In summary, all of the assumptions of the classic ethnographic model of 
cultures- that cultures are logically consistent, highly integrated, consen
sual, resistant to change, and clearly bounded-seem to be untenable. This 
could lead to the conclusion that the notion of coherent cultures is purely 
illusory: that cultural practice in a given society is diffuse and decentered; 
that the local systems of meaning found in a given population do not them-

12. Arjun Appadurai's work on recent forms of trans-national cultural forms has been par
ticularly influential (1991,1996). 
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selves form a higher-level, society-wide system of meanings. But such a con

clusion would, in my opinion, be hasty. Although I think it is an error 
simply to assume that cultures possess an overall coherence or integration, 

neither can such coherences be ruled out a priori. 

HOW COHERENCE IS POSSIBLE 

Recent work on cultural practice has tended to focus on acts of cultural re

sistance, particularly on resistance of a decentered sort- those dispersed 
everyday acts that thwart conventions, reverse valuations, or express the 
dominated's resentment of their domination.13 But it is important to re

member that much cultural practice is concentrated in and,f!round power
ful institutional nodes-including religions, communications media, 
business corporations, and, most spectacularly, states. These institutions, 
which tend to be relatively large in scale, centralized, and wealthy, are all 
cultural actors; their agents make continuous use of their considerable re
sources in efforts to order meanings. Studies of culture need to pay at least 
as much attention to such sites of concentrated cultural practice as to the 
dispersed sites of resistance that currently predominate in the literature.14 

Even in powerful and would-be totalitarian states, centrally placed ac.

tors are never able to establish anything approaching cultural uniformity. 
In fact, they rarely attempt to do so. The typical cultural strategy of dom
inant actors and institutions is not so much to establish uniformity as it is 

to organize difference. They are constantly engaged in efforts not only to 
normalize or homogenize but also to hierarchize, encapsulate, exclude, 
criminalize, hegemonize, or marginalize practices and populations that 
diverge from the sanctioned ideal. By such means, authoritative actors at
tempt, with varying degrees of success, to impose a certain coherence onto 
the field of cultural practice.15 Indeed, one of the major reasons for dissi
dent anthropologists' discomfort with the concept of culture is that it is so 
often employed in all of these ways by various powerful institutional ac

tors- sometimes, alas, with the help of anthropologists. 
The kind of coherence produced by this process of organizing differ

ence may be far from the tight cultural integration depicted in classical 
ethnographies. But when authoritative actors distinguish between high 

lJ. For a critical discussion of such work, see Ortner (1995). 

14. For a fascinating study of state cultural practices, see Wedeen (1999). 

15. This characterization seems to me to be roughly consonant with a Gramscian idea of 

hegemony (197ia). For a two quite different Gramscian cultural analyses of politics, see Stuart 
Hall (1988) and Laitin (1986). 
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and low cultural practices or between those of the majority ethnicity and 
minorities or between the legal and the criminal or the normal and the ab
normal, they bring widely varying practices into semiotic relationship
that is, into definition in terms of contrasts with one another. Authorita
tive cultural action, launched from the centers of power, has the effect of 
turning what otherwise might be a babble of cultural voices into a semiot
ically and politically ordered field of differences. Such action creates a map 
of the "culture" and its variants, one that tells people where they and their 
practices fit in the official scheme of things. 

The official cultural map may, of course, be criticized and resisted by 
those relegated to its margins. But subordinated groups must to some de
gree orient their local systems of meaning to those recognized as domi
nant; the act of contesting dominant meanings itself implies a recog~jtion 
of their centrality. Dominant and oppositional groups interact constantly, 
each undertaking its initiatives with the other in mind. Even when they 
attempt to overcome or undermine each other, they are mutually shaped 
by their dialectical dance. Struggle and resistance, far from demonstrating 
that cultures lack coherence, may paradoxically have the effect of simplify
ing and clarifying the cultural field. 

Moreover, dissenting or oppositional groups work to create and sustain 
cultural coherence among their own adherents, and they do so by many 
of the same strategies-hierarchization, encapsulation, exclusion, and the 
like-that the authorities use. Once again, it is notable that the concept of 
culture is as likely to be deployed politically by dissident groups as by dom
inant institutions, and with many of the same exclusionary, normalizing, 
and marginalizing effects as when it is deployed by the state. To take an ob
vious example, dissident nationalist and ethnic movements nearly always 
involve attempts to impose standards of cultural purity on those deemed 
members of the group and to use such standards to distinguish between 
those who are and are not group members. 

None of this, of course, implies that cultures are always, everywhere, or 
unproblematically coherent. It suggests, instead, that coherence is vari
able, contested, ever-changing, and incomplete. Cultural coherence, to the 
extent that it exists, is as much the product of power and struggles for 
power as it is of semiotic logic. But it is common for the operation of power; 
both the efforts of central institutions and the acts of organized resistance 
to such institutions, to subject potential semiotic sprawl to a certain order: 
to prescribe (contested) core values, to impose discipline on dissenters, to 
describe boundaries and norms-in short, to give a certain focus to the 



174 CHAPTER FIVE 

production and consumption of meaning. As cultural analysts we must ac
knowledge such coherences where they exist and set ourselves the task of 
explaining how they are achieved, sustained, and dissolved. 

It is no longer possible to assume that the world is divided up into dis
crete "societies;' each with its corresponding and well-integrated "culture:' 
I would argue forcefully for the value of the culture concept in its non
pluralizable sense, but the utility of the term in its pluralizable sense ap
pears to me more open to legitimate question. Yet I think that the plural
izable concept of culture also gets at something we need to retain: a sense 
of the particular shapes and consistencies of worlds of meaning in differ
ent places and times and a sense that in spite of conflicts and resistance 
these worlds of meaning somehow hang together. Whether we call these 
partially coherent landscapes of meaning "cultures" or something else
worlds of meaning, or ethnoscapes, or hegemonies-seems to me rela
tively unimportant so long as we know that their boundedness is only rel
ative and constantly shifting. Our job as cultural analysts is to discern what 
the shapes and consistencies of local meanings actually are, and to deter
mine how, why, and to what extent they hang together. 



HISTORY, SYNCHRONY, AND CULTURE 

Reflections on the Work of Clifford Geertz 

C lifford Geertz is surely the most influential American anthropologist 
of his generation. Although others-for example, Marshall Sahlins 

or Victor Turner-may rival his standing within anthropology, none ap
proaches his influence on readers outside his home discipline.1 As Renato 
Rosaldo once remarked, Geertz has become the "ambassador from an

thropology:' 
The ambassador's slot was already in existence when Geertz emergep 

as an anthropological superstar in the early 1970s. It had previously been 
occupied by Ruth Benedict and Margaret Mead. Mead, whose ambassa
dorial service overlapped with Geertz's, had gained a huge popular follow
ing, writing a regular column in Redhook and dispensing advice in various 
media on topics as wide-ranging as the nuclear arms race, juvenile delin
quency, world hunger, and sex education. Geertz's ambassadorial role has 
been much closer to that of Ruth Benedict, who, like Geertz, was. more 
interested in the bearing of anthropology on issues of social and moral phi
losophy than on current social problems. Like Geertz, Benedict was a gifted 
literary stylist with a penchant for ethnographic contes philosophiques
her superb essays on the Zuni, Do bu, and Kwakiutl in Patterns of Culture 

• 

This chapter was originally published as"Geert:z, Cultural Systems, and History: From Syn
chrony to Transformation;' in Representations 59:35-55. Copyright © 1997 by the Regents of the 
University of California; reprinted with the permission of the University of California Press. 

l. For example, a quick check of the 1995 Social Sciences Citation Index (1996) indicates that 
Marshall Sahlins was cited slightly more often than Geert:z in anthropology journals, but that 
Geert:z received more than twice as many citations overall (roughly 350 as opposed to 1$0 ), in
cluding citations in journals in fields as far flung as agriculture, nursing, environmental studies, 
business, social work, information science, gerontology, and public relations. 
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are surely among the classics of a genre that Geertz has subsequently made 
his own. But Geertz and Benedict have been ambassadors to somewhat 
different publics. Patterns of Culture (1934), in particular, was intended for 
and read by the educated public at large (see also Benedict 1946). Geertz 
may well have been aiming for such a public, but his major impact has ac
tually been on practitioners and students of other academic disciplines
the social sciences, literary studies, philosophy, and beyond.2 

Geertz's rise to ambassadorial dignity has given him an iconic status in 
the American academy. This has also made him vulnerable to iconoclasm, 
particularly in his home discipline of anthropology, where he is a favor
ite target of critique among anthropologists of the most varied intellec
tual provenance-he has been attacked by positivists, postmodern
ists, and materialists alike.3 The positivists criticize Geertz for abandoning 
the scientific values of "predictability, replicability, verifiability, and law
generating capacity" in favor of the more"glamorous" or"alluring" qualities 
of interpretive method.4 The postmodernists, by contrast, reproach him 
for not pushing his interpretive method far enough-in particular for fail
ing to subject his own interpretive ethnographic practice to critical inter
pretation (Crapanzano 1986; Clifford lg88b; Watson 1989, 1991). The ma
terialists, finally, criticize him for his neglect of history, power, and social 
conflict (Roseberry 1982; Asad 1982 and 1993, esp. ch. l). 

This rather edgy relationship between Geertz and his anthropological 
colleagues is in sharp contrast to his relationship with historians, who em
braced his ambassadorial efforts early and warmly. Historians have gener
ally simply quoted him favorably and then gone about applying his meth-

2. This difference between Benedict's and Geertz's audiences probably reflects the changing 
contours of American intellectual life more than it does their own specific proclivities: the com, 
munity oflay public intellectuals for whom Benedict could write in the 1930s hardly exists in the 
present-it has increasingly been either snuffed out by the rampant commercialization of the 
media or engulfed by universities. 

3. Again a comparison with Marshall Sahlins is revealing. Sahlins is as frequently cited as 
Geertz by anthropologists and his work is highly controversial. See especially the exchange be, 
tween Obeyesekere (1992) and Sahlins (1995). Yet the eleven annual volumes of Anthropological 
Literature published between 1984 and 1994 list twenty,four critical works on Geertz and only 
ten on Sahlins. 

4. The quotations are from Shankman (1984, 264, 270), which is the most systematic cri, 
tique from a positivist perspective. As is the norm in this journal, the article itself is followed by 
comments from an assortment of scholars and a response by the author. Five of the fifteen pub, 
lished comments (those of Erika Bourguignon, Linda Connor, John R. Cole, A. D. Fisher, and 
Robin Riddington) indicate that Shankman's positivist distrust of Geertz is far from unique 
among anthropologists. Shankman's thorough bibliography is a good guide the critical literature 
on Geertz as of 1984. 
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ods or ideas in their own work.5 Of course, historians are generally far less 
prone than anthropologists to engage in theoretical disputes, and it is also 
true that Geertz does not serve as a marker in generational struggles among 
historians. Moreover, the history profession has never had many convinced 
positivists nor, at least until very recently, many convinced postmodernists. 
Nevertheless, it seems odd, on reflection, that some version of the materi
alist critique of Geertz has not been embraced by more historians. 

The materialist critique, as elaborated for example by William Rose
berry in"Balinese Cockfights and the Seduction of Anthropology" (1982), 
should be quite compatible with the theoretical and methodological com
mitments of most social and cultural historians. Roseberry argue~ that 
Geertz, by conceptualizing culture as a text, adopts an effectively idealist 
position, separating cultural products from their historical production and 
from the relations of power and domination in which they are neces~arily 
enmeshed. He points out that Geertz fails to indicate how the contempo
rary Balinese cockfight has been shaped by gender relations, by the legal 
regulations of the Dutch colonial and Indonesian states, or by the chang
ing politics of Balinese status formation-all of which are referred to, but 
never really taken up, in Geertz's text.6 The cockfight, Roseberry asserts, 
"has gone through a process of creation that cannot be separated from Ba
linese history;' but in Geertz's account it is in fact separated from that his
tory by being treated as a text (1022). Rather than conceptualizing culture 
as a text, Roseberry suggests, we should think of it "as material social pro
cess;' as "production" rather than as a "product;' constantly asking how, by 

whom, and for what ends it is being produced (1023-24). This, Roseberry 
asserts, would "move cultural analysis to a new level" and would render 
"the old antinomies of materialism and idealism irrelevant" (1026-27). 

Most of Roseberry's specific criticisms of Geertz's cockfight essay are 
bound to resonate with historians' predilections. However, his proposal 
that we overcome the "antinomy between the material and the ideal" by 

adopting a"materialist" concept of culture (1024) hardly seems promising: 
one doesn't normally overcome an antinomy by simply embracing one of 

5. Walters ( 1980) gives an account of Geertz's early reception by historians. 
6. Roseberry's critique (1982, 1020-23) centers on Geertz's"Deep Play: Notes on the Balinese 

Cockfight" (1973b). This article is the sole or primary example discussed in a number of critical 

articles devoted to Geertz, including those by Clifford and Crapanzano cited above. Although 
there is far more to Geertz than the cockfight article, there is a certain poetic justice in critics 

treating as a synechdochic representation of Geertz an article in which he claims that the cock
.fight synechdochically represents Balinese culture. 
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the antinomic poles.7 But on closer inspection the issue of materialism vs. 

idealism is quite beside Roseberry's real point, which has more to do with 
diachrony vs. synchrony. The problem is not a matter of Geertz's meta

physical commitments-indeed, I shall later argue that his materialist 
metaphysical credentials are impeccable-but of his methodological prac
tices. By treating a cultural performance as a text, Roseberry points out, 
one fixes it and subjects it to a synchronic gaze, bracketing the question of 
the processes that produced it in order to work out its internal logic. 

I would argue that every cultural analysis necessarily entails a synchronic 
moment of this sort, but I would also argue that the synchronic moment 
should be dialectically related to an equally necessary diachronic moment. 
And I agree with Roseberry that Geertz's practice of cultural interpretation 
too often slights the diachronic-that, as I would put it, in Geertz's work 
the necessary dialectic between synchronic and diachronic tends to be 
seriously truncated. A number of Geertz's essays, including the cockfight 
article, feature an event in real historical time, in which particular individ

uals in specific social and political relations engage in interested social ac
tion- in this case a police raid that scatters observers of a village cock
fight. But introduction of such temporal and social particulars serves 
Geertz as a literary device to move the essay to the real goal: specifying the 

synchronic and aesthetically satisfying coherence that underlies the cul
tural practice in question. Geertz does not usually circle back from the 
synchronic analysis to enrich our understanding of the contingent histor
ical circumstances or structured social tensions that produced the cultural 
performance in the first place.8 Thus, although I believe that Roseberry's 
invocation of the problem of materialism and idealism is confused, I find 
his critique of Geertz considerably more troubling than those of the pos-

7. For a discussion of Roseberry consonant with mine, see Dirks (1996). 
8. The only exception that comes to mind is an article written early in Geertz's career, which 

treats a politically fraught funeral:"Ritual and Social Change: A Javanese Example" (1973i). This 
article was written in 1959, before Geertz had freed himself from his Parsonian heritage, at a 
time when he was preoccupied with the problematic of modernization. Although it is now fash
ionable to equate modernization theory with an unreflexive teleology, Geertz used it in this ar
ticle and in a number of his early works to examine the contradictions of a Javanese society that, 

in the 1950s, was experiencing the throes of transition from colony to independent state. See, 
e.g., Geertz (1963a, 1963b, 1965). In an exceptionally subtle critical evaluation of Geertz's work, 
Diane J. Austin-Broos points out the contrast between Geertz's early work on Java, which was 

undertaken from a modernization perspective but treated culture as ambiguous and manipula
ble, and his later work on Bali and Morocco, which is characterized by a "new stillness" that re

sults from"the rendering oflife as aesthetic" (Austin-Broos 1987, 156). 
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itivists or the postmodernists. It gets at precisely the kinds of weaknesses 
that are bound to seem serious to a social historian. 

GEERTZ AND HISTORIANS 

Yet social historians, myself included, have been enormously responsive to 
Geertz's work. Roseberry's critique therefore poses a paradox: why should 
so many historians, who are professionally concerned with questions of 
change over time, be so strongly influenced by an anthropologist whose 
work is insistently synchronic? 

In her pathbreaking article on "The Traffic in Women;' Gayle Rubin 
thanks her undergraduate teacher Marshall Sahlins for what she calls "the 
revelation of anthropology" (1975, 157). The phrase is apt. The revelation, 
I take it, is that our world is contingent rather than necessary; that there 
exist forms of life radically different from ours that are nonetheless fully 
human, and that, consequently, our own future is potentially more open 
than we usually imagine. This is the perennial message of anthropology to 
the world, and its delivery is the core duty of its long-standing ambassa
dorial function, certainly as carried out by Benedict, Mead, and Geertz. In
deed, I suspect that virtually all anthropologists were initially"allured" or 
"seduced" into their field by the exhilaration of discovering simultaneously 
the radical otherness and human comprehensibility of exotic cultures. 
Most have learned in the course of their professional training to suppress 
this initial thrill of recognition-in-difference, to replace it with an effort to 
encompass exotic facts in supposedly universal but actually very Western 
scholarly codes. Geertz, like Benedict before him, has striven to keep alive 
and to communicate to his readers the revelation of anthropology. It is pre .. 
cisely this quality that has made him so effective as an ambassador.' 

If historians have been particularly susceptible to Geertz's charms, it is 
partly because history is built on an analogous seduction. In the pasts they 
study, historians find worlds structured differently from ours, worlds where 
people's motives, senses of honor, daily tasks, and political calculations 
are based on unfamiliar assumptions about human society and the cosmic 
order. Many of the greatest works of history- for example, Jacob Burck
hardt's The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy (1958),Johan Huizinga's The 
Waning of the Middle Ages (1954), Marc Bloch's Feudal Society (1964), E. P. 
Thompson's The Making of the English Working Class (1963), Emmanuel Le 
Roy Ladurie's Montaillou (1978)-reveal to us worlds hardly less strange 
than Bali, Zuni, or the Trobriands. History, like anthropology, specializes 
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in the discovery and display of human variety, but in time rather than in 
space. It reveals that even our own ancestors lived lives stunningly different 
from ours. Geertz's brand of anthropology, which attempts to plumb the 
cultural logic of exotic societies, was thus prealigned with an important 
form of historical sensibility. 

Anthropology had an additional claim on history as it was being prac
ticed in the early 1970s, when Geertz published The Interpretation of Cul~ 

tures. Geertz's emergence as an academic superstar took place at a time 
when social history was reaching for dominance in the history profession. 
The rise of social history introduced fundamental changes to the field: a 
shift from the study of high politics and the actions of political and cul
tural elites to the study of social structures and the actions of ordinary 
people. In the United States, the first wave of social history was marked 
above all by the borrowing of theories and methods (particularly quanti
tative methods) from sociology, but by the early 1970s a second generation 
of American social historians, myself among them, were beginning to feel 
that purely quantitative approaches could never grasp adequately the tex
tures and meanings of ordinary people's lives (see chap. 2 above). Anthro
pology, as practiced by Geertz, seemed to offer a means of reaching deeper. 
Like social history, it was focused not on the practices of political leaders 
and intellectuals but on those of ordinary people. And it revealed-in 
their rituals, social conventions, and language-lives ~ich with complex 
symbolism and overflowing with meaning. 

But anthropologists had a huge advantage over historians when it came 
to studying the kinds of people whose though ts and deeds are seldom 
recorded in writing. They could live with them, learn their languages, en
gage them in conversation, observe their rituals, and participate in their 
daily routines. Historians working on peasants, workers, slaves, women, 
or colonized peoples were limited to what was written down and saved in 
archives or libraries-often not in such people's own words but in those 
of their "betters" or governors. But here Geertz's particular theory of cul
ture gave historians reason for hope-and for emulation. Geertz contin
ually stressed that meaning was not locked away in actors' heads but was 
embodied in publicly available symbols. He insisted that the symbol sys
tems that make up a culture "are as public as marriage and as observable as 
agriculture"(1973h, 91). Good ethnographic field workers, Geertz told us, 
do not achieve some miracle of empathy with the people whose lives they 
briefly and incompletely share; they acquire no "preternatural capacity to 
think, feel, and perceive like a native" (1983e, 56). The ethnographer does 
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not "perceive what his informants perceive. What he perceives, and that 
uncertainly enough, is what they perceive 'with'-or 'by means of' or 
'through."' He or she does this "by searching out and analyzing the sym
bolic forms-words, images, institutions, behaviors-in terms of which, 
in each place, people actually represented themselves to themselves and to 
one another" (58). 

It should be apparent that such a conceptualization of the study of cul

ture is epistemologically empowering to social historians. It is obvious that 
those of us who study the dead cannot hope to share their experiences di, 
reedy, as a naive ethnographer might imagine she or he directly shares the 
experiences of her or his "natives:' But some of the symbolic forms through 
which the dead experienced their world are available to us in surviving 
documents-often piecemeal and second hand, to be sure, but by no 
means beyond recovery. Geertz's particular conceptualization of culture as 
made up of publicly available systems of symbols provided an important 
epistemological guarantee to social historians. It powerfully authorized 
the use of anthropological methods in studies of past societies. 

THE USES OF SYNCHRONY 

The vein of anthropological revelation opened up to historians by Geertz's 
methods was essentially synchronic in character. What Geertz analyses 
most brilliantly, or describes most thickly, are what he frequently called 
"cultural systems" (1973e, l973h, l983b, l983c). To portray an ensemble of 
symbols and the practices in which they are employed as a cultural system 
is to trace out how these symbols and practices mutually sustain each 
other as an integrated whole. For instance, the cultural system of a religion 
is composed of two complementary symbolic orders-an ethos (a people's 
"moral and aesthetic style and mood") and a worldview ("their picture of 
the way things in sheer actuality are")-that mutually imply one another 
(1973h, 127). Thus, for Navahos, "an ethic prizing calm deliberateness, un, 
tiring persistence, and dignified caution complements an image of nature 
as tremendously powerful, mechanically regular, and highly dangerous:' 
And for Hindus"a transcendental moral determinism in which one's social 
and spiritual status in a future incarnation is an automatic outcome of the 
nature of one's action in the present, is complemented by a ritualistic duty, 
ethic bound to caste" (130). Religions, in short, mutually tune a people's 
conceptions of the real with their conceptions of the appropriate way to 
live. It is this mutual reinforcement that gives them their systemic charac, 
ter. But such systems of mutual implication are by no means limited to the 
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sphere of religion. Geertz argues in "Person, Time, and Conduct in Bali" 
that Balinese naming practices fit tightly with Balinese modes of calendri
cal reckoning and that both reinforce a particular mode of conduct; the 
three symbolic domains "are hooked together by a definable logic" (1973g, 
404 ). Again and again, whether the subject is religions, conceptions of 
persons, hermaphrodism, aesthetic practices, cockfights, ideologies, state 
funerals, or royal progresses, Geertz's version of cultural analysis con
stantly returns to the trope of culture as interlaced and mutually sustain
ing systems of meaning. 

Analyzing culture in this way is a synchronic intellectual operation. Al
though a synchronic description or analysis is often glossed as a"snapshot" 
that ''freezes" time or as a "slice" of time, this is not quite right. Such a de
scription is, rather, one in which time is suspended or abolished analytically 
so that things that actually occur in the flow of time are treated as part of 
a uniform moment or epoch in which they simply coexist. Just as "synop
tic" means that all views are present in a single glance, as in one of those 
Renaissance paintings in which the far flung scenes of a saint's life and 
martyrdom are depicted in a single continuous landscape, so "synchronic" 
means that different times are present in a continuous moment. To put it 
otherwise, in synchronic description, acts of cultural signification, rather 
than being treated as a temporal sequence of statement and counter
statement or as linked by causal chains of antecedent and consequence, are 
seen as a mutually defined and mutually sustaining universe of (at least 
momentarily, until the analytic spell breaks) unchanging meaning. 

Such a procedure of suspending time would appear on the surface to be 
unhistorical, but this is not necessarily the case. The term "historical" actu
ally has two quite distinct meanings in contemporary speech. On the one 
hand, it has the obvious adjectival meaning derived from its root "his
tory"-that is, it designates happenings that take place over time, as in "his
torical sequence;' "historical continuity;' or "historical narrative:' But histor
ical also implies "in the past;' standing at a distance from the contemporary 
world, as in "historical novel;' "historical costume;' or "historical signifi
cance." I would actually argue that this is the primary meaning of the term 
in both everyday and academic language, since it is only when connected to 
nouns that themselves imply temporal flow, like sequence, continuity, or 
narrative, that "historical" implies the continuous passage of time. Conse
quently, when we admonish someone to "think historically;' we give an am
biguous message. We might mean "recognize more consciously and explic
itly the 'pastness' of the past you are thinking about:' Or we might mean 
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"place the happening you are thinking about in a temporal sequen!=e of 
transformations:' Or we might mean both. ~.:;, 

These two meanings of "historical" and "history"-what we might call 
"history as temporal context" and "history as transformation''-are the 
synchronic and diachronic faces of history. History as temporal context is 
historical in the sense that it is placed in some past era, but it is concerned 
not with the process of change during that time but with the distinct char
acter and atmosphere of what we might call a block of time. Indeed, we con
vince our readers-and ourselves-that we have truly understood the 
pastness of that time by showing how a wide range of different beliefs, 
practices, judgments, and forms of action were linked by some common 
but now foreign logic. 

Both history as transformation and history as context are recognized in 
the practice and training of professional historians. We would regard as 
incompetent any historian not capable of arguing in both modes. But as in 
ordinary language, it is actually the synchronic mode that is privileged 
in historical judgments, not the diachronic. A historical work that makes 
no effort (or only the most passing effort) to explicate or explain a historical 
transformation but portrays effectively the context of some past lifeworld 
can be hailed as a masterpiece. Think of Louis Namier's The Structure of 
Politics at the Accession of George III (1929), Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie's Car
nival in Romans (1979) the already mentioned works by Huizinga (1954) or 
Burckhardt (1958), or Robert Darnton's essay on "The Great Cat Mas
sacre" (1983)-a work that was strongly influenced by Geertz. By contrast, 
a history that recounted a series of changes over time but failed to indicate 
the distance of the lifeworld being described from the present would be 
dismissed out of hand as"anachronistic"-the historian's equivalent of the 
anthropologist's"ethnocentric" and perhaps the most damning term in the 
historian's lexicon of judgment. 

It is significant that "anachronism;' which means "in the wrong time" is 
an indispensable term in the historian's vocabulary and has unambigu .. 
ously negative connotations, whereas "achronism;' a perfectly good word 
that means"without time;' has no negative connotations-indeed, is not a 
part of the historian's critical vocabulary at all. Here, as any good Geertz .. 
ian would expect, the language used by historians tells us something about 
the shape and meaning of their lifeworld.9 It tells us, perhaps surprisingly, 

9. On the use of academic languages of judgment to understand the preoccupations of dif
ferent disciplines, see Geertz (1983£, 157-58). 
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that adequately realized synchrony is more important to good historical 
analysis than adequately realized diachrony. In the eyes of professionals, it 

is more important for a historian to know how to suspend time than to 

know how to recount its passage. Geertz's synchronic methods, therefore, 
may be just what historians need. 

But if historians' language indicates that they value synchronic ade

quacy over diachronic adequacy, most also care about history as transfor
mation. Here Geertz is of little direct assistance, but indirectly his syn
chronic methods remain extremely valuable.10 I would argue that the 
study of history as transformation has typically been haunted by an excess 
of diachrony. It is not without reason that insurgent social historians, 
whether the American "new social historians" or the French historians 
of the Annales school, consistently defined themselves against "narrative 
history" (see chap. 2 above). And even though it was the social historians 
(and their successors the cultural historians) who won th~se battles, his
torians' long-standing habit of trying to narrate themselves out of tight 
conceptual spots has hardly disappeared. If I think of the many history 
articles I have advised journals not to publish in the course of my long ser
vice as a peer reviewer, their most common failing by far was attempting to 

solve-or to avoid-a conceptual problem by retreating to the obvious 
archival sources and stringing together a narrative of ''what actually hap

pened:' My ethnographic research in the daily routines of "historyland;' 
in other words, tells me that leaving the synchronic element out of histor
ical analysis-neglecting to pause long enough to work 'out the structure 
of a given historical moment- remains an extremely common failing of 
historical research and writing.11 

A proper appreciation of synchrony is the secret ingredient of effective 
diachronic history. I would argue that no account of a historical transfor
mation can be cogent unless it performs a dialectical oscillation between 
synchronic and diachronic thinking. We should, in my opinion, pay more 
literal attention to the word "transform;' whose two roots-"trans" and 

"form"-signal precisely the necessary joining of diachrony and syn
chrony. Unless we can represent to ourselves and our readers the form of 

10. In fact, his early monographs on Indonesian moderni:zation, cited in note 8, might have 

been of direct assistance. But they were so similar in style to studies already being done by social 
historians that they were not much noticed. It was the later, more synchronic, essays that cap
tured historians' imaginations. 

11. The invocation of"historyland" is of course a reference to the immortal Bernard Cohn's 
"History and Anthropology: The State of Play" (1980 ). 
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life in one historical moment or era, unless we can describe systematically 
the interlocking meanings and practices that give it a particular character, 
how are we to explain its transformation- or, for that matter, even to rec
ognize when and how it has been transformed2 A typical account of his
torical change shows how initial changes in some particular sector or sec
tors of a lifeworld have ramifying effects on others, with the ultimate 
consequence that the lifeworld as a whole is cast into a different shape. An 
account of this sort can only be convincing if the pre-transformation in
terrelationships have already been cogently demonstrated: otherwise the 
claims about ramifying effects of initially local changes will seem insub
stantial. No account of change will be judged deep, satisfying, rich, or per
suasive unless it is based on a prior analysis of synchronic relations. 

In short, the fact that Geertz's work is so resolutely synchronic hardly 
makes his work irr~levant to historians. Indeed, its most signal virtue for 
historians may be its cultivation of a synchronic sensibility. If the trope of 
the cultural system, the image of deep play, or the ideal of thick description 
can enable historians to suspend time more effectively-and consequ~ntly 

<4 

to portray past lifeworlds and their transformations with greater clarity, 
complexity, consistency, or depth-then they have been far from foolish to 
take seriously even Geertz's most unrelentingly synchronic work. 

CULTURAL SYSTEMS AS A MATERIAL FACT 

Geertz's concept of the cultural system posits a very tight fit between pub
licly available clusters of symbols and the moods, motivations, affects, and 
activities that these symbols shape. It is this assumed tightness of fit that 
makes his theorization of culture problematic for explaining cultural 
change. Geertz never explicitly raises the question of why cultural systems 
determine human behavior so closely. But I think the basic assumptions 
can be found in two essays written in the 1960s: "Religion As a Cultural 
System" (1973h) and, especially,''The Growth of Culture and the Evolution 
of Mind" (1973d), one of the most brilliant and underappreciated essays 
in The Interpretation of Cultures. In these essays, Geertz argues that cultural 
patterning must be understood as an analogue of genetic programming. 

Although I disagree with Geertz's conclusions about the overwhelm
ingly determining character of cultural systems, I regard his extended 
meditation on the relationship of genes and symbols as the necessary 
starting place for any theory of culture. This meditation, moreover, pro
vides the vindication of Geertz's materialist metaphysical credentials that 
I promised earlier. It does so by demonstrating that"mind" -seemingly a 
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suspiciously "idealist" concept-has a substantial biological basis in hu
man evolution. I will therefore present Geertz's fundamental theory of the 
symbolic patterning of behavior in some detail in this section, before go
ing on to criticize and modify it the next. "Systems or complexes of sym
bols;' Geertz writes in "Religion as a Cultural System;' 

are extrinsic sources of information. By"extrinsic;' I mean only that-un

like genes, for example-they lie outside the boundaries of the individual 

organism as such in that intersubjective world of common understandings 

into which all human individuals are born, in which they pursue their sep

arate careers, and which they leave persisting behind them after they die. By 
"sources of information;' I mean only that-like genes-they provide a 

blueprint or template in terms of which processes external to themselves 

can be given a definite form.As the order of bases in a strand of DNA forms 

a coded program, a set of instructions, or a recipe, for the synthesis of the 

structurally complex proteins which shape organic functioning, so culture 

patterns provide such programs for the institution of the social and psy

chological processes which shape public behavior. (1973h, 92) 

This analogy between genes and culture is not a mere metaphor, Geertz 
claims: it has a basis in the biology of human evolution: 

[The J comparison of gene and symbol is more than a strained analogy of 

the familiar''social heredity" sort. It is actually a substantial relationship, for 

it is precisely because of the fact that genetically programmed processes are 
so highly generalized in [humans J, as compared with lower animals, that 

culturally programmed ones are so important; only because human behav

ior is so loosely determined by intrinsic sources of information that extrin

sic sources are so vital. (92-93) 

Human culture, or systems of symbols, provide a supplementary source of 
information that is not just a convenience to humans but a physiological 
necessity of our biological ehdowment. 

As against an earlier view that culture arose in human evolution only af
ter the huge cerebral cortex had developed, Geertz, following the lead of 
such anthropologists as S. L. Washburn and W. W. Howells, argues per
suasively that culture and the human brain must have evolved in tandem. 
In the Pleistocene period, early hominids began to manufactµre and use 
primitive tools and, relatedly, to engage in symbolic communication. Evo
lutionary pressures then selected for the kinds of neural structures that 
made such behavior possible, thereby enabling more sophisticated cultural 
patterns to develop, which in turn increased the selective pressures favor-
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ing cerebral development. Eventually, when the growing forebrain had al
lowed culture to accumulate to the point that"its role as an adaptive factor 
dominated its role as a selective one;' the organic changes in neural·ltruc
tures effectively ceased. From that time forward, having long since ac
quired language, religion, moral regulation, and the incest tabu, Homo sa

piens has remained neurologically more or less constant. It was, in short, 
the development of culture that called into existence the large forebrain 
which distinguishes our nervous system from that of the earliest hominids 

(1973d, 69). 

Not only did culture and the large forebrain evolve together, but they 
remain organically linked today. "Man's nervous system does not merely 
enable him to acquire culture, it positively demands that he do so if it is to 
function at all" ( 68). Culture, extrinsic information coded in symbols, is a 
condition of our viability as a species. This is true because the large and as
toundingly complex human brain does not respond to stimuli by produc
ing specific behavioral responses, but rather with highly general affects: 

The lower an animal, the more it tends to respond to a"threatening" stimu

lus with an intrinsically connected series of performed activities which 

taken together comprise a comparatively stereotyped •.• "flight" or "fight" 

response. Man's intrinsic response to such a stimulus tends to consist, how

ever, of a diffuse, variably intense, ''fear" or ''rage" excitability accompanied 

by few, if any, automatically preset, well-defined behavioral sequences. Like 
a frightened animal, a frightened man may run, hide, bluster, dissemble, pla

cate, or, desperate with panic, attack; but in his case the precise patterning 

of such overt acts is guided predominantly by cultural rather than genetic 

templates. (75) 

The only way for humans to produce specific behavior appropriate to 
the challenges thrown up by their environment is to use the manifold cul
tural codes that their peculiar neural structure has made possible. Because 
humans' genetically programmed responses are so generalized, they, need 
the extrinsic information supplied by culture in order to accompli&h the 
diverse tasks of life-whether those be responding to threats, construct
ing shelter, reproducing the species, seeking companionship, killing other 
species for food, or constructing political regulations. Humans proceed, 
and can only proceed, by gathering and manipulating information (includ
ing information about how to gather information) which is stored not 
in the physiological structure of the body but in the intersubjective space 
of human signifying practice and in the objects-books, maps, clothing, 



tools, sacred goods, illustrations, the built environment- that give it ma
terial form. 

Intellectually unviable without culture, humans would be emotionally 
unviable as well. Geertz remarks that"man is the most emotional, as well 
as the most rational animal" (80).12 He might have added the most emo
tional because the most rational. The emotional diffuseness or uncertainty 
of the human neural response to stimuli is the flip side of the existence 
of the complex neural apparatus that makes us capable of reasoning. The 
response to stimuli can be diffuse because our reasoning brain makes 
possible tremendous and adaptively useful flexibility in how we deal with 
a problem; it must be diffuse if we are to deal with a problem flexibly rather 
than in a stereotyped fashion. But this makes the human"a peculiarly high
strung animal;' subject to all sorts of emotional excitement but without in
built patterns to guide responses to the excitement (Bo). It is cultural pat
terns that provide the necessary control of emotionally upsetting stimuli. 
They give "specific, expli~.it, determinate form to the general, diffuse, 
ongoing flow of bodily sensation;' thereby "imposing upon the continual 
shifts in sentience to which we are inherently subject a recognizable, mean
ingful order, so that we may not only feel but know what we feel and act 
accordingly" ( 8 o). 

This provision of specific form for diffuse and unsettling human emo
tion is, according to Geertz, precisely what religions are about. They pro
vide us with conceptions and practices that enable us to live with the ever
present threat of chaos. In"Religion as a Cultural System;' Geertz specifies 
three sources of such threat: events or problems that seem beyond our 
powers of explanation, suffering that seems impossible to endure, and eth
ical paradoxes that seem impossible to resolve. What religious symbolism 
does is not to deny the existence of the uncanny, of suffering, or of evil, but 
to provide concepts that make them thinkable (such as divine mystery, im
itation of Christ, or original sin) and ritual practices that give them an 
experiential reality (such as the Eucharist, extreme unction, or penance). 
Religious doctrine, mirrored and experienced in ritual acts, does not, for 
example, spare us from suffering: it teaches us"how to suffer, how to make 
of physical pain, personal loss, worldly defeat, or the helpless contempla
tion of others' agony something bearable, supportable-something, as we 
say, sufferable" (1973h, 104). In short, our neural organization necessitates 
as well as makes possible the shaping of both our cognitive and emotional 
lives by systems of symbols. 

12. Geertz quotes this phrase from Hebb and Thompson (1954). 



This account of the evolutionary origins and the biological necessity of 
human culture is a brilliant piece of materialist argumentation. It tran
scends the material/ideal dichotomy not by some verbal formula, but by a 
substantial, scientifically based account of the inescapable complementar
ity of"material" and"ideal" in the human condition. It enables us to recog
nize the simultaneous rootedness of culture (or "mind") in bodily needs 
and its irreducibility to bodily needs. It enables us to pursue the autono
mous logic of cultural systems without worrying that we are becoming 
"idealists" and therefore losing touch with the "real" world. If Geertz is 
right, as I firmly believe he is, semiotic systems are not unworldly or 
ghostly or imaginary; they are as integral to the life of our species as respi
ration, digestion, or reproduction. Materialists, this suggests, should stop 
worrying and love the symbol. 

HOW CULTURAL SYSTEMS CHANGE 

The theory of culture Geertz builds on this impressive ontological foun
dation provides wonderful tools for analyzing synchronic cultural rela

tions, but clumsy tools for explaining cultural change. This means .~hat a 
'!~~it 

historian who wants to take advantage of Geertz's synchronic insights but 
also wants to investigate cultural transformations must modify Geertz's 
concepts in practice. This is precisely what historians-or historically in
clined anthropologists- ought to expect: after all, virtually none of the 
social theory we use in our work has been developed to deal with problems 
of historical change. The overriding problem posed by most social theory 
has been accounting for social order or structure. This is true, for example, 
not only of Geertz, but of nearly all of anthropology before 1980; of the 
entire Durkheimian tradition; of Claude Levi ... Strauss, Roland Barthes, 
Michel Foucault, and Pierre Bourdieu; ofTalcott Parsons, Robert Merton, 

and Erving Goffman. And even those theorists who have made the expla
nation of change a central problematic-principally Karl Marx, Max We
ber, and such successors as Louis Althusser, Jurgen Habermas, or Im
manuel Wallerstein-have usually employed notions of temporality so 
teleological that their concepts must be extensively revised to be useful to 
historians.13 

What is needed is a theoretical critique that acknowledges and em-

lJ. I have made attempts at such revisions in chapters 3 and 4, above. So has Marshall Sahlins 
(e.g. 1981, 1985). The work of classical social theory that most fully embodies what I regard as a 
historian's appreciation of contingency is Max Weber's The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capi· 

talism (1958). But even here the possibility of contingency gives way to teleology; once capitalism 
is established it becomes, in Weber's memorable phrase, an "iron cage" (181). 
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braces what is most valuable in Geertz-for example, his epistemology of 
ethnographic research, his powerful sense of synchronic relations, and his 
ontological founding of die concept of culture in human biology-but 
that modifies his theories so as to make the possibility of change in cultural 
systems not an afterthought or an externality, but integral to the very no
tion of culture.14 

A useful starting point for such a critique is Geertz's famous statement 
that symbols are both "models of" and "models for" reality. They are "mod
els for" in the sense that they are templates for the production of reality
whether architectural ideals that guide the construction of houses or male
and female-coded forms of public behavior that guide the construction 
of men and women. But they are at the same time "models of" reality: the 
architectural principles used to construct houses are also used to make 
sense of or judge existing buildings, and the difference betwe_en men's and 
women's public behavior is taken as an index of the difference between the 
sexes. This double quality of symbols, Geertz points out, makes them dif
ferent from genes, which are only models for, not models of (1973h, 93). 

This is an exceptionally fruitful observation, but in my opinion Geertz 
fails to exploit some of its most interesting implications. He concludes that 
the "model of" and "model for" doubleness of symbols means that they give 
"objective cultural form to social and psychological reality both by shaping 
themselves to it and by shaping it to themselves" (93). He assumes, in other 
words, that the models of the social world will simply reflect back the real
ity that models for the social world have produced-and, correlatively, that 
models for the social world will simply produce in the world the "realities" 
that models of the social world describe. He assumes a relationship of mir
roring or circularity, of complementarity and mutual tuning. 

What Geertz fails to explore is that the doubleness of symbols also 
raises the possibility of a disjunction between their "model of" and "model 
for" aspects, a disjunction that opens up for actors a space for critical reflec
tion about the world. The qisjunction could open up on either of the sym
bol's two sides. To say that symbols are models of reality means that they 

14. Geertz's most recent book, After the Fact: Two Countries, Four Decades, One Anthropologist 

(1995), is much more concerned with issues of diversity, power, struggle, and social transforma
tion than were either Interpretation of Cultures or Local Knowledge. A kind of poetic autobio
graphical meditation on changes in anthropology and the world over the course of Geertz's ca
reer, it takes up these issues obliquely in the course of the narrative rather than addressing them 
head on. But as I read it, the book is actually quite compatible with the critiques and revisions of 
his earlier theories that I spell out here. 
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are the product of humans' attempts to make sense of or represent the 
world. The "model of" dimension of the symbol implies active human 
thought or consciousness, the very process of intellection that our large 
brains and diffuse responses to stimuli render both possible and imp~ra
tive. This process of representation of course employs the symbols ni~de 
available by the culture, but these symbols may be used in a creative or 
open,ended fashion. One makes sense of and evaluates buildings by using 
the existing store of architectural principles, but doing so might lead the 
evaluator to discover, to formally elaborate, and to integrate into architec
tural theories hitherto unrecognized principles that she discovers in the 
buildings being evaluated. The result may be a change in architectural 
principles (see Venturi et al. 1977 ). Because the world is always far more 
manifold than our representations of it, the representations are always po
tentially susceptible to change. 

There is also a possibility of disjunction on the"model for" side."Social 
reality;' as Geertz would insist, is produced by shaping human action in the 
world according to cultural templates. But the world may prove quite re
calcitrant to our attempts to shape it. After all, every attempt to apply a 
template takes place in a situation not quite the same as those in which the 
template was initially constructed. Hence, even if we assume that people 
always try to reproduce conscientiously that which they have known, what 
they actually produce is bound to vary-sometimes significantly-from 
what is intended. An attempt to produce men and women whose forms of 
public behavior fit the existing pattern may prove impossible if new forms 
of employment open up for women-say, in spinning mills-in which ex
isting"feminine" forms of public behavior are no longer adequate. When 
this happens, a gap opens up that can only be closed by some change in the 
gender coding of forms of public behavior (see Dublin 1979). Because the 
world so frequently resists our attempts to shape it, cultural symbols that 
model the world (in both senses) are, once again, susceptible to change.15 

What this implies is that we cannot unproblematically assume that the 
"model of" and "model for" aspects of symbols or symbol systems will au
tomatically mirror each other. That they frequently do so, or even thatJ"1u
mans normally attempt to make them do so, may well be true; I am no:less 

15. Here my arguments are very dose to and have been strongly influenced by those of Mar, 
shall Sahlins:"The worldly circumstances of human action are under no inevitable obligation to 
conform to the categories by which certain people perceive them. In the event they do not, the 
received categories are potentially revalued in practice, functionally redefined" (198J, 67). See 
chapter 7 below. 
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inclined than Geertz to believe that people normally attempt to impose co
herence on their world. But as the notional examples given above would 
seem to indicate, this attempt to impose coherence can be a force for trans-

formation of cultural systems no less than a force for stability. The double 
character of symbols, far from constituting a guarantee of stability, guar
antees that whatever stability is achieved can only be impermanent. 

Geertz's ideas about the relations between culture and human neural 
structure may also be interpreted as implying a certain potential for insta
bility in cultural systems. They do so because they imply considerable vari
ation among individuals in response to a given problem. Because humans 
react to environmental stimuli in diffuse or general rather than in specific 
biologically programmed fashions, they must search for extrinsic infor
mation in order to find solutions to challenges. In some cases, cultural 
codes are so highly stereotyped that this search for information will be 
very brief, determinate, and uniform for all persons facing the same stim
uli. But this is certainly not always the case. Because initial neural re
sponses are diffuse, bec,use there is often ambiguity ~bout what cultural 
code might apply, and because there is considerable flexibility about pre
cisely how it might be applied, any stimulus is likely to be met by a signifi
cant range of responses, some of which might be quite innovative. If for 
some reason an innovative response gains salience-for example, because 
it is particularly successful in dealing with the problem at hand or because 
the person who responds innovatively is powerful or influential-the cul
tural codes might be permanently altered. The kind of reproductive mir
roring of cultural pattern and social action that Geertz implicitly assumes 
as the norm may indeed be the norm. But Geertz's explicit ontological 
model of human cognitive activity seems to imply that significant depar
tures from reproductive mirroring are bound to occur as well. 

A similar point might be made about the emotional implications of 
Geertz's model of the person. He stresses that humans are peculiarly high 
strung, that without the assistance of cultural patterns a human"would be 
functionally incomplete ... a kind of formless monster with neither sense 
of direction nor power of self-control, a chaos of spasmodic impulses and 
vague emotions" (r973h, 99). Geertz moves from this insight about the 
fundamental emotional instability of the human condition to an account 
of how culture provides the controls that are somatically lacking. He 
points out, very astutely, in my opinion, that the control does not always 
or even primarily take the shape of repression, but rather of channeling 
emotions into knowable forms -whether the flamboyant courage of the 
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Plains Indian, the Manus' guilt-ridden compunctiousness, or the quietism 

of the Javanese. 
But if the organic human emotional response to the environment is 

so diffuse and unstable, it hardly seems plausible that even the culturally 
thick, aesthetically appealing, and affectively powerful patterns of emo
tional self-expression that Geertz analyses in so many of his articles could 
consistently generate patterns of behavior that are genuinely constant over 
time.16 Instead, one might expect the fundamentally vagrant quality of 
human emotion to lead to occasional experimentation with new forms of 
emotional patterning, to periodic dissatisfaction with existing moral and 
religious systems, and to spasmodic bouts of intense political, religious, 
and artistic activity. Here, as Geertz himself so often does, we might turn 
to the theoretical legacy of Max Weber, who insisted on the crucial role of 
charisma in certain cases of profound historical change. The emergence of 
prophets, heroes, congregations of disciples, or bands of revolutionaries 
can harness diffuse emotional energies into specific, historically potent so
cial forces.17 Both the emotional and cognitive dimensions of Geertz's the
ory of mind imply that cultural systems will not be reproduced automati
cally. An animal so high-strung and so prodigiously talented as the ~uman 
being is bound to produce significant episodes of cultural transformation. 

One reason Geertz's cultural systems appear impervious to change is 
that few of his works explore differences or variations in the beliefs, values, 
or idioms embraced by different groups within societies. On this question, 
the practices of cultural anthropologists have diverged sharply from 
Geertz's over the past two decades: examination of cultural difference has 
become one of their major preoccupations. Probably the most important 
source of the interest in difference has been feminist anthropology, which 
has problematized the apparent unity of cultural systems by demonstrat
ing that cultures look very different from the perspective of women than 
from that of men.18 But the interest in difference has also been central to 
"reflexive anthropology;' which has advocated the ethnographic represen
tation of multiple voices, and to the anthropology of colonialism, which 

16. For such analyses, see, e.g., Geertz (1960, 1968, 1973b, 1973c, 1973g, 1973j, 1983c, 1983d, 

1983e). 
17. See Weber (1958 and 1978, esp. 1:241-54, 2:IIII-56). Emile Durkheim ((1912] 196s) also 

has extremely interesting things to say about the role of emotion in social life. For an attempt to 
use some of Durkheim's insights in the analysis of cultural transformation, see chapter 8 below. 
For a sustained argument about the place of emotions in history, see Reddy (2001). 

18. Four examples among many are Wiener (1976), Abu-Lughod (1986), Martin (1987), Or
tner (1996). 
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has focused on the freighted cultural negotiations between European 
rulers and their colonial subjects.19 Social historians, of course, have been 
interested in questions of.~ifference for some time: "history from below;' 
as practiced ever since the 1960s, explicitly endeavored to rescue the voices 
of the poor and marginalized and to relate their cultural experiences to 
those of the dominant classes. 20 Indeed, the more recent anthropological 
practices of multivocality have surely been influenced in part by the ex

ample of social history.21 

As much of this anthropological and historical work demonstrates, cul
tural change often arises out of conflict, communication, rivalry, or ex
change between groups with different cultural patterns and social rela
tions. Group difference implies the possibility of conscious challenges to 
practices or values that might otherwise be reproduced automatically, and 
of continual negotiations or struggles about meanings. Moreover, internal 
social differentiation also makes possible the development in specific so
cial niches of new cultural complexes. It is usually the case that cultural in
novations do not take place uniformly over an entire society, but are con
centrated in or originate from specific social and geographical locations. 
The possibility of a workers' revolt, which haunted European politics for 
the better part of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, initially arose 
out of a very particular dispute between weavers and silk merchants in 
Lyon in 1831; the cultural innovations we think of as the Renaissance were 
remarkably concentrated in the town of Florence; the early twentieth
century transformation of Sherpa Bhuddism was initiated by a handful of 
wealthy traders and monks.22 

Geertz certainly does not deny the existence or the significance of in
ternal difference, but he usually brackets such difference in his texts. The 
difference he emphasizes is that between societies or peoples-between 
"the Plains Indian's bravura, the Hindu's obsessiveness, the Frenchman's 
rationalism, the Berber's anarchism, the American's optimism" (1973£ 53). 

It is remarkable how frequently Geertz makes assertions about"the Bali
nese;'"the Javanese;"'the Betbers;"'the French;'"the Hindus;"'the Manus;' 

19. The best known manifesto of reflexive anthropology is Clifford and Marcus (1986). See 
also Marcus and Fischer (1986). The pioneering anthropologist of colonialism is Cohn (1987, 

1996). 
20. Perhaps the most celebrated examples are Thompson (1963) and Genovese (1974). 

21. On history from below and anthropology, see Rosaldo (1990). 

22. On the significance of Lyon in the development of workers' revolts, see Sewell (1980, 

206-7). On Sherpa religion, see Ortner (1989). 
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or"the Zuni" without considering the possibility that there are culturally 
important differences within these categories-of outlook, belief, and 
comportment, or of wealth, gender, power, and status. 

Yet here again, there are theoretical resources in Geertz's work for con
ceptualizing cultural difference at the intra-society as well as inter-so:~iety 

' level. For example, Geertz argues that the sort of cultural diversity that 
makes possible such different lifeworlds as those of the Plains Indians, the 
Hindus, the Manus, and the French is a consequence of humans' in
escapable reliance on extrinsic cultural codes. Although the neural equip
ment of humankind is everywhere essentially the same, the cultural codes 
that provide our minds with specific content is fundamentally diverse."To 
be human;' Geertz states, "is thus not to be Everyman; it is to be a particu
lar kind of man and of course men differ: 'Other fields; the Javanese say, 
'other grasshoppers:" According to Geertz, it is the anthropologist's par
ticular calling to study the different modes of being human; it is only by 
understanding the particulars of these forms of life that"we shall find out 
what it is, or can be;' to be human (53). 

To this I would add three points. First, the cultural production of differ
ent forms of life takes place at many levels, not just at the level of the"soci
ety" or the "people:' Differences between the forms of life of peasants and 
landlords, workers and students, men and women, priests and nobles, or 
slaves and masters are as legitimate an object of anthropological scrutiny as 
those between "societies:' Second, examining the relations between such 
different categories of people-whether of conflict, domination, exchange, 
emulation, or self-conscious differentiation-is a crucial task for cultural 
analysis. And third, the value of studying relations between categories of 
people is as great for what we conventionally label "societies" as for classes, 
genders, or status groups. "Societies" are themselves interpenetrating and 
mutually constituting social categories, in this respect analogous to the clas
ses, genders, or status groups that constitute them. And they too are ani
mated by relations of conflict, domination, exchange, emulation, and self
conscious differentiation with one another. 

Geertz actually provides a good metaphor for the sort of dynamic, rela
tional, differentiated cultural analysis I am advocating here. In"Thio~ De
scription: Toward an Interpretive Theory of Culture;' he explicates and 
draws lessons from the tangled Moroccan story of the Jewish peddler Co
hen, a tribe of Berber horsemen, and a French colonial official-a story 
whose uconfusion of tongues" he takes as paradigmatic for the situation 
facing the ethnographic interpreter (1973j, 9). In this instance, the confu-
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sion of tongues arises from the encounter of three "peoples" in the tradi

tional anthropological sense: Jews, Berbers, and French. But the metaphor 

could easily be extended. Analogous cultural misunderstandings, conflicts, 

and negotiations occur all the time among people who share language, re
ligion, territory, or a sense of ethnic identity but differ in status, gender, 
class, age, power, caste, or occupation. And it is precisely in these various 
episodes of confusion of tongues-where social encounters contest cul
tural meanings or render them uncertain-that cultural systems are trans

formed. Once we admit social diversity, we can no longer see cultural sys
tems as always self-reinforcing: instead, they must also be seen as sites of 
conflict, dialogue, and change. 

To make sense of historical transformations, then, we must adopt a dif

ferent theory of culture than Geertz's. But unlike Roseberry and many 
other of Geertz's anthropological critics, I think we would be gravely mis
taken to respond by rejecting his theory outright. Instead, I think we 

should appropriate his theoretical categories- engaging them, weighing 
their strengths and weaknesses, reworking them from within, but also 
supplementing them where necessary with foreign grafts. There is still 

I C 

enough untapped richness, insight, and analytical power itl Geertz's work 
to make it a continuing inspiration for historical analysis. 



A THEORY OF THE EVENT 

Marshall Sahlins's "Possible Theory of History" 

I n the ordinary language of the human sciences, the expression"theory of 
the event" is an oxymoron. Events, by definition, are unique and contin

gent happenings and are subject to the vagaries of human will. They there
fore hardly seem a proper subject for a social science that sees its task as 
the discovery of general social laws. In the traditional division of labor in 
the human sciences, events were relegated to history, which specialized 
precisely in recounting the unique and contingent. Even the rise of sicial 
history-which by the end of the 1970s had become the dominant form 
of historical scholarship nearly everywhere-did not lead to the develop
ment of a systematic theoretical approach to events. Social historians 
de.fined themselves above all in opposition to the previously dominant nar
rative political history, and they consequently disdained the study of 
events. The structure-event contrast, which had traditionally distin
guished the social sciences from history, was thus replicated within the 
discipline of history, where it distinguished social history from narrative 
history. For Fernand Braudel, the leader of the enormously influential 
French Annales school of social historians, the history of events (l'histoire 
evenementielle) was mere froth on the waves of history. The history that 
really mattered was l'histoire structurelle, which studied geographical, eco
logical, and mental "structures of long duration" (structures de longue duree) 

This chapter was originally published in German as "Eine Theorie des Ereignisses. Ober· 
legungen sur 'Moglichen Theorie der Geschichte' von Marshall Sahlins;' in Struktur und Ereignis, 
ed. Andreas Suter and Manfred Hettling, Sonderheft 19 of Geschichte und Gesellschaft: Zeitschrift 
fur Historische Sozialwissenschaft. Copyright © 2000 by Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, Gottingen; 
reprinted with the permission of Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht. 
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and l'histoire conjoncturelle, which studied the shifting conjunctures of econ

omy and demography (Braudel 1958, 1966). 
It is true that few historians still cleave to Braudel's hard anti-evene

mentalism. The"return of the event" was announced as early as 1974 (Nora 
1974) and by the end of the 1970s a number of historians once associated 
with something like the Braudelian position had either explored particu
lar events in lavish detail or declared their interest in a more narrative and 

less structural form of historical writing (e.g., Duby 1973; Le Roy Ladurie 
1975, 1979i Stone 1979 ). But this return to writing about events has not, at 
least until very recently (e.g., Suter 1997), led historians to reflect upon the 
event as a theoretical category. 

By far the most impressive and systematic theoretical discussion of the 
event has, instead, taken place in a very different and perhaps surprising 
disciplinary location: in the work of the structuralist anthropologist Mar
shall Sahlins. That Sahlins's theory has not been more generally recog
nized by historians reflects one of the history profession's most unfor
tunate and most ingrained professional traits: great power chauvinism. 
Sahlins's theory arose out of his work on the ethnographic history of Poly
nesia, safely out of the view of historians of Europe or America, or, for that 
matter, of most historians of the great non-Western civilizations in Asia 
and the Middle East.1 Sahlins's theory is, in my opinion, brilliant, elegant, 
widely generalizable, and eminently useful for historians. I regard it as the 
necessary starting point for any theorization of events. In this article I shall 
begin with an exposition of Sahlins's theory as I understand it, and will 
then suggest some elaborations, critiques, and modifications. 

Structural anthropology is, at first glance, a surprising source for a the
ory of events. Indeed, the epistemological conventions of structuralism 
would seem virtually to rule out the study of rapid and turbulent histori
cal change. Structure is, as I have remarked in chapter 4, a powerful, per
vasive, and constitutive metaphor in the human sciences; it implies per
manence, order, and solidity. In its various uses in the human sciences (and 
for that matter in the natural sciences) structure signifies the stable prin
ciple of order that underlies the surface multiplicity of phenomena. It rep
resents one of the major strivings of the sciences: the attempt to reduce the 
apparent chaos of the world to relatively simple and comprehensible mod
els or rules. Events, which are turbulent and chaotic, are conventionally 

1. Two European historians who have appreciated the significance of Sahlins's work are Pe~ 

ter Burke (1987, 1992) and Andreas Suter (1997). 
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contrasted to structure, and they tend to be denigrated in the comparison. 
Sahlins notes: 

For a certain anthropology, as for a certain history, it seemed that "event" 

and"structure" could not occupy the same epistemological space. The event 

was conceived as antistructural, the structure as nullifying the event •••• In

deed, the table of oppositions that could be constructed from Annales texts 

would be worthy almost of the cosmological dualisms of certain Amazon

ian peoples. Structure is to the event as the social to the individual, the es

sential to the accidental, the recurrent to the idiosyncratic, the visible to 

the invisible, the lawful to the aleatory, the quotidian to the extraordinary, 

the silent to the audible, the anonymous to the authored, the normal to the 

traumatic, the comparable to the unique. (1991, 38-40) 

Sahlins, to his credit, does not simply abandon the contrast between 

structure and event. After all, it is the powerfully recurrent or structured 

character of social existence, the strong tendency of social relations to be 
reproduced, that makes the event an interesting and problematic category 

in the first place. But Sahlins recasts the meaning of the contrast, at
tempting to transform the unequal and radical opposition between struc
ture and event, which makes the two categories hostile and mutually in
comprehensible, into a more balanced relation, in which each category 

implies and requires the other. Sahlins might be characterized as a struc
turalist of the Levi-Straussian school who is trying to create a theory of 
cultural change without abandoning his structuralism. He has attempted 
to revise the structuralist common sense by giving structuralism a kind of 

American pragmatist inflection, one that focuses on social actors doing 
things with structural categories. Events, in Sahlins's reformulation, are 
transformations of structure, and structure is the cumulative outcome of 
past events. 

Sahlins points out that events are recognizable as such only within the 
terms provided by a cultural structure. Events can be distinguished from 
uneventful happenings only to the extent that they violate the expecta
tions generated by cultural structures. The recognition of the event as 

event, therefore, presupposes structure. Moreover, what consequences 
events will have depends on how they are interpreted, and that interpreta
tion can only be made within the terms of the cultural structures in place. 
What an event will be, how it will run its course, depends on how it is im
plicated in the structure. Sahlins calls this "the constitution of historical 
events by cultural structures" (1991, 42). But if structures define and shape 
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events, it is also true that events (re)define and (re)shape structures. A so, 

ciety's cultural structure is a product of the events through which it has 

passed. 

SAHLINS'S "POSSIBLE THEORY OF HISTORY" 

A number ofSahlins's writings from 1980 to the mid,199os focused on the 

relationship between structure and event (Sahlins 1981, 1985, 1989, 1990, 

1991, 1994, and 1995; Kirch and Sahlins 1992). In his conclusion to Islands 

of History, he sets forth what he terms "a possible theory of history, of the 
relation between structure and event" (1985, 138). This "possible theory" 
has two fundamental propositions. The first is that "the transformation of 

a culture is a mode of its reproduction" (1985, 138). By this paradoxical phrase, 
Sahlins means that unexpected happenings-like expected happenings
are appropriated and can only be appropriated and acted upon by people 
in terms of their existing cultural categories. Sahlins elaborates this notion 

by considering a particularly spectacular case: the arrival of Captain Cook 
in Hawaii. The gist of his argument is that Cook and the English were re, 
ceived in Hawaii in accordance with the categories of Hawaiian mythical 
history. They were seen as beings from Kahiki, the"invisible lands beyond 
the horizon;' and hence as divine. In Hawaiian culture, the physical arrival 
of divine beings was extraordinary but not unprecedented: according to 

myth, both the current Royal line and the kings they deposed were divine 
beings who had also arrived by sea from distant lands.2 

The supposition that Cook was a god was enhanced by an additional 

2. It should be noted that Sahlins's interpretation of Cook's encounter with the Hawaiians 

has been sharply challenged by Gananath Obeyesekere (1992). According to Obeyesekere, the 
notion that Hawaiians regarded Captain Cook as a god was purely a European invention, one 
based on long-standing myths about the inferiority and gullibility of savages that were shared by 
European explorers and landlubbers alike. Obeyesekere argues that Hawaiians dealt with Eu

ropeans more in a pragmatic than a mythological register, and that the ceremony interpreted by 
Sahlins as the deification of Cook was in fact a rite intended to install him as a chief within the 
Hawaiian scheme. This was probably motivated, Obeyesekere hypothesizes, by the desire of 
the king of Hawaii to create an alliance with Cook in his wars against Maui. Cook was eventu
ally integrated into the Hawaiian system as a god, but only after his death, as was the case for 

Hawaiian royalty. Sahlins has, to my satisfaction, effectively refuted Obeyesekere's major claims 

(Sahlins 1995). Although the issues at dispute between the two protagonists are significant, I do 
not think that the outcome of their scholarly duel matters much for the arguments I am making 
here. Obeyesekere, no less than Sahlins, sees the Hawaiians as making sense of and interacting 
with the Europeans in terms of their own cultural categories; the difference is that he thinks they 

treated Cook as a chief rather than as a god. Moreover, Obeyesekere, unlike Sahlins, has little to 
say about the longer-term transformative effects of the event, which is my principal interest in 
Cook and the Hawaiians. 
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coincidence: his second landing on Hawaiian shores, in January 1779, took 
place during the four-month Makahiki festival. During the rainy Hawai.
ian winter, the god-chief Lono arrived by sea to reclaim the land as his 
own, restoring its fertility and suspending the cult of the rival god Ku, 
which notably included human sacrifice. Because Ku was the god of war.
fare and was closely associated with the ruling line of Hawaiian chiefs, the 
four-month ritual cycle of Makahiki represented the temporary eclipse of 
the arts of war by those of peace. At the end of this festival period, Lono's 
warriors and the warriors of the king engaged in a mock battle, after which 
the Lono image was dismantled, the cult of Ku restored, and the warlike 
ways of the kings resumed (Sahlins 1981, 17-20; 1985, rr6-20 ). 

When Cook arrived at Kealakekua Bay in January 1779, he and his ships 
were received with great and joyous ceremony and Cook himself was led 
through elaborate rites that, in Sahlins's interpretation, identified him as 
the god Lono. Some days later, Cook unwittingly obliged the Hawaiians' 
expectations by departing, as Lono should, at the end of the Makahiki pe
riod-just as the king was recommencing the Ku cult and ritually regain .. 
ing possession of his kingdom. But a less happy coincidence soon inter
vened: Cook's ship sprung a mast and he and his men returned a few days 
later to obtain a replacement. This time his appearance on the shore sig
nified not the expected return of the peaceful Lono but an unwelcome 
threat-might not Lono-Cook overthrow the king and take power him
self, as the king's own mythical ancestors had once done? In an atmosphere 
of mutual suspicion and hostility, the situation rapidly deteriorated. The 
Hawaiians committed a series of thefts, and Cook retaliated by going 
ashore with a body of marines to take the king hostage. This led to a con
frontation on the beach in which Cook's outnumbered men were sent 
scurrying to a waiting boat and the captain was killed by a dagger thrust 
and then fallen upon by more than a hundred Hawaiians. 

But Cook's death did not end the matter. Precisely what happened to 
his body is uncertain. Two days after Cook's death, two priests <)f Lono 
stole out to one of the ships and turned a piece of his body over to the 
British, asking when Lono "would come again?" (Sahlins 1981, 24). A few 
days later, what were apparently the rest of Cook's bones were returned, 
and the British ceremonially consigned them to the waters of the bay. But 
by the early nineteenth century, the priests of Lono were carrying what 
they claimed to be Cook's bones around the island in the annual Mak.ahiki 
festival-in a sennit casket of the sort used to carry the remains of apo
theosized chiefs. Once Cook was dead, he was appropriated by Hawaii's 
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rulers as an ancestral spirit-most notably by Kamehameha, who suc
ceeded to the kingship of the island of Hawaii shortly after Cook's murder. 
As the inheritor of the sacrifice of Cook, Kamehameha's mana, according 
to Sahlins,"had become British" (1981, 26). This was true both ritually and 
practically. Kamehameha venerated Cook's memory and his relics, and he 
also undertook a policy of friendship with the British and other Euro
peans, guaranteeing their safety and promoting their commerce with the 
islands. His promotion of European trade brought him enough guns, 
ships, and European advisors to conquer the entire Hawaiian archipelago 
and subject it to his unified rule. 

The intrusion of Europeans into the islands was certainly a transfor
mative event in the history of Hawaii. But how the intrusion affected 
Hawaii, what its specific historical consequences were, resulted not simply 
from the brute force or technological superiority of the Europeans. Euro
peans, their actions, and their material goods were appropriated in Hawai
ian cultural terms, absorbed into a Hawaiian scheme of myth and practice. 
This is the sense in which, as Sahlins puts it, "the transformation of a cul

ture is a mode of its reproduction" (1985, 138). 

This brings us to the second -proposition of Sahlins's "possible theory:' 
This is that "in action in the world-technically, in acts of reference- the cultural 

categories acquire new functional values" (1985, 138). It follows from Sahlins's 
first proposition ("the transformation of a culture is a mode of its repro
duction") that to act in the world is always to perform an act of reference, 
that "human social experience is the appropriation of specific percepts by 
general concepts"-in the case at hand, of a British sea captain by Hawai
ian notions of divinity (1985, 145)· But this necessary practical classification 
of the objects of perception and action into our existing categories puts the 
categories at risk. If a deceased British sea captain is adopted as the favored 
god of a Hawaiian king, this changes the sorts of mana available to kings. 
Integrating Cook into the Hawaiian pantheon domesticated Cook in im
portant ways. It not only made the potentially threatening appearance of 
white men with huge ships, metal tools, and firearms thinkable, but made 
these novel happenings susceptible to manipulation and calculation ac
cording to a Hawaiian logic. Having domesticated European mana through 
the person of Captain Cook, Kamehameha could confidently trust Euro
pean traders, protect them against theft and fraud, and could also prohibit 
others from gaining certain fruits of this trade, which included firearms 
and warships. These crucial European goods resulted in a remarkable ac-
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cumulation of mana in the person of Kamehameha, who performed the 
unprecedented feat of conquering all the Hawaiian islands. To return to 
the language of Sahlins's second proposition: Kamehameha's "act of refer
ence"-adopting Cook as a personal god-gave the Hawaiian concept of 
mana novel referents and therefore changed its meaning."The cultural cat
egories;' as he puts it, "acquire new functional values. Burdened with the 
world, the cultural meanings are thus altered" (1985, 138). 

It is, of course, particularly easy to see how transformations in cultural 
structures result from spectacular events like the first appearance of Euro
peans in Hawaii. But unexpected actions on the part of beings of any 
kind-of those categorized as women, or men, or chiefs, or fish, or rain, or 
plows, or dreams, or democracies, or verbs, or deaths- set in motion the 
same logic of cultural transformation. After all, it is true in general that, as 
Sahlins remarks, "the world is under no obligation to conform to the logic 
by which some people conceive of it" (1985, 138). Meaningful action in the 
world, which always includes an implicit or explicit act of referen~e, puts 
cultural categories at risk because the world is capable of subve~ting or 
contradicting the meanings that presume to describe it. This Sahlins calls 
the objective risk of the categories in action. 

The categories also undergo a subjective risk-because they are used 
"by acting subjects in their personal projects" (1985, 149-50 ). To explicate 
this subjective risk, Sahlins develops a semiotic theory of interest. The 
term "interest;' he notes, is derived from the Latin inter est, which means 
"it makes a difference" (1985, 150 ). If the meaning of a cultural sign, in Saus
surian linguistics, is determined by its differential relation to other signs 
in the collective symbolic scheme, the interest of a sign is determined by 
the difference it makes in the life schemes of a particular subject-life 
schemes in the double sense of the person's unique sequence of experi
ences and of her or his current plans or intentions (1981, 68-69; 1985, 150). 

Undertaking an action always subjects a sign or cultural category to the 
plans or intentions of the person who acts. Actions, as we have seen, are 
acts of reference, but they are also acts of reference by a person, which 
means that the act inflects the meaning of the sign in accord with the in
terest of the actor. If the inflection succeeds, as when the Hawaiian mon
arch extended the concept of"tabu" to give himself and his followers a mo
nopoly over European trade goods, the meaning of the category, and the 
meanings of all categories defined in relation to that category, are altered 
(1981, 71). Events transform the meanings and relations of cultural cate-
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gories not only because the world fails to conform to categorical expecta
tions, but because actors bend categories to their own ends in the course 
of action. 

This is a brief exposition of Sahlins's ''possible theory:' In my opinion, 
Sahlins's theory introduces precisely the right objects of theoretical inves
tigation: structures, which shape the world in their image; events, which, 
although they are shaped by structures, transform the structures that 
shaped them; a balky world, which is under no obligation to behave as our 
categories tell us it should, and subjects, whose interested and creative ac
tions are the human stuff of events. I believe that Sahlins's theory is ex
traordinarily fruitful; that it has important implications for thinking 
about all kinds of events, in all areas of the world, and all historical eras. 
Such a simple, elegant, and generalizable theory should have long since 
broken out of the "islands of history" to be widely adopted by scholars 
working on history's continents, metropoles, and empires-but it has not. 
This is due in part, as I have remarked above, to the apparent marginality 
of precolonial Hawaii to a history dominated by great power chauvinism. 
But I also think there are certain intrinsic features of Sahlins's theory that 
might reduce its attractiveness to historians. The elaborations and modi
fications I suggest in this chapter are intended, among other things, to 
make the theory more attractive to mainline (or mainland) historians. I 
might point out in passing that an effort at elaboration and modification 
of the theory seems authorized by Sahlins's own uncharacteristic hesi
tancy in putting his theory forward, a hesitancy revealed in the phrase 
"possible theory:' 

WHAT ARE STRUCTURES? 

I believe that the best place to begin is with the concept of structure. 
Sahlins's own concept is distinctly structuralist, firmly in the tradition of 
Saussurian linguistics and Levi-Straussian anthropology. Two features of 
his usage make this clear. First, Sahlins employs the term structure in the 
singular rather than in the plural. This implies that a given society has one 
overarching system of meanings, a cultural system in the strong sense. Ac
cording to this conception, all cultural meanings everywhere in a society 
are bound tightly into a network of mutual definition. Second, structure 
means cultural or symbolic structure. Although Sahlins is keenly aware of 
how resources, including material resources, limit or shape social action, 
he does not designate material circumstances as structure or part of struc
ture, as they would be in normal sociological or Marxian usage of the term. 
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Sahlins does deviate from a Levi-Straussian structuralist conception by 
emphasizing what Anthony Giddens calls the "duality" of structure. 
Rather than seeing structure as a sort of extra- or superhuman agenty that 
imposes social behavior on hapless actors from the outside, Sahlins, like 
Giddens, makes it clear that structure is the outcome as well as the source 
of social conduct, that it enables as well as constrains, and above all that it 
can be transformed by human social practice (Giddens 1976, 1979, 1984). 

I heartily endorse Sahlins's recognition of the duality of structure, but 
I dissent from the more conventionally structuralist features of his usage. 
I shall attempt to demonstrate that his conception of structure as singular 
and as exclusively symbolic results in theoretical and interpretive conun
drums, and that these could be resolved, or at least ameliorated, by adopt
ing the rather different concept of structure I have outlined in chapter 4, 

which sees structures as plural rather than singular and as being composed 
not just of cultural schemas but of mutually reinforcing sets of cultural 
schemas and material resources. I will be arguing, in effect, that accom
plishing the sort of pragmatist inflection of structuralism that Sahlins en
visages requires a more far-reaching modification of the concept of struc
ture than he has yet undertaken-one that, appropriately enough, places 
structures more emphatically in the world of material practice. 

IS STRUCTURE SINGULAR? 

I am convinced that a plural rather than a singular conception of structure 
is absolutely crucial for a plausible theory of events. The notion that struc
ture is singular for a whole society poses a number of problems, not the 
least of which is how to determine where one society and its cultural struc
ture ends and the next begins. This problem is not so evident when the so
ciety in question is small in scale, relatively undifferentiated, and located 
on an isolated cluster of islands. But in the ethnically diverse, multi
religious, spatially sprawling, mobile, and highly differentiated social for
mations that make up virtually all of the contemporary world and most of 
the world available to us in the historical record, boundaries are rfbtori
ously difficult to delineate. 

Consider an immigrant Bengali chemical engineer who lives and works 
in Houston-hardly a freak in the contemporary world. Such a person 
participates simultaneously in an American culture, a Bengali culture, and 
an international scientific and engineering culture-among others. Each 
of these cultural structures or systems has its own language, sets of sym
bolic distinctions, schemes of hierarchical judgment, modes of authority, 
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and so on, but none of them has clear geographical or sociological bound
aries -precisely because some persons inhabit all of them simultaneously 
and blend or mix them in the course of their daily activities. Attempting to 
retain a singular concept of structure in such circumstances would require 
awkward and arbitrary choices. One could posit some vast globe-spanning 
cultural structure with local cultural differences encoded as hierarchically 
imbedded substructures, but such a concept of structure would have to be 
either so vague and distended as to not count as a structure in any mean
ingful sense or be so minutely complex and full of epicycles as to be unus
able in practice. Alternatively, one could maintain that American culture, 
Bengali culture, and engineering culture are actually separate entities that 
have only external relations with each other. But this would require carv
ing our Bengali engineer from Houston into three separate noncommuni
cating consciousness that accidentally meet in his or her body. One could 
think about cultural structures in this way-indeed, one might read the 
structuralists and post-structuralists who proclaimed the death of the 
subject as saying precisely that the person is a humanist illusion and that 
subjects are nothing more than carriers of or sites for structures that de
termine their utterances or activities. But this would nullify the American 
pragmatist (and humanist) thrust of Sahlins's project, which is to modify 
structuralism by including within its perview intelligent and suffering hu
man persons who transform structures by their effectual actions. 

I believe that if Sahlins's theory is to be applicable not only to the"islands 
of history" but to the continents, metropoles, and empires as well, structure 
must be conceptualized as plural. Cultural structures, in my opinion, 
should not be seen as corresponding to distinct"societies"-because it is so 
often impossible to specify where one society or culture ends and the next 
begins-but rather as corresponding to spheres or arenas of social practice 
of varying scope that intertwine, overlap, and interpenetrate in space and 
time. This would mean that for any given geographical or social unit, the 
relevant structures would always be plural rather than singular. 

A singular conception of structure is awkward not only for societies 
that are complex, mobile, and geographically contiguous with other soci
eties, but even for relatively well-bounded and isolated societies like the 
Hawaiian islands before Cook's arrival. This is true in part because a sin
gular conception of structure makes it difficult to explain where events 
come from. Notice that Sahlins's paradigm case, the coming of Captain 
Cook to Hawaii, avoids this problem because it involved a collision of two 
cultures hitherto isolated from one another. When British and Hawaiians 
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met, the blatant contradictions between their cultural structures set off a 
stream of remarkable events. But in the absence of what (literally, from the 

Hawaiian point of view) we may call the deus ex machina of inter-societal 
contact, it is hard to see how a single overarching cultural structure will 
generate the differences, the shocks, and the novelties of reference that 
give rise to transformative events. 

Sahlins's theory of interest, which asserts that persons occupying dif
ferent positions in a system will understand and be motivated by the struc
ture differently, moves toward one possible answer to this objection. In his 
Hawaiian example, Sahlins notes that women played an especially promi
nent role in the acts of tabu violation that eventually led to the collapse of 
the tabu system. For example, during Cook's sojourn in Hawaii and during 
subsequent visits by Europeans, commoner women repeatedly ignored the 
occasional tabus on the sea by swimming out to the ships at night to en
gage in sexual commerce with the sailors. While on the ships they also not 
only ate with their sailor paramours (Hawaiian women were forbidden to 
eat in the presence of men), but ate such tabued foods as plantain~tand 
pork-and with considerable gusto, according to the Europeans' daron
icles (Sahlins 1981, 47-49).Indeed, it was a chiefly woman, Kaahahumanu, 
the powerful widow of Kamehameha, who engineered the public and cer
emonial tabu violation that, in 1819, put an end to the tabu system for once 
and for all (63). Hawaiian women's particular willingness to violate tabus, 
Sahlins remarks, arose from the fact that 

the tabu did not sit upon Hawaiian women with the force it had for 

men .••• The tabu as it affected women was rather the negative image of the 

consecrated status of men and gods: functioning to protect the sanctity of 

divine beings and things rather than a positive condition, state or attribute 

of women themselves. ( 46-47) 

Women's personal and emotional commitment to the tabu system was far 
less powerful than men's, and they were therefore more willing than men 
to engage in acts of violation. This difference in perspective on a feature of 
the cultural structure endowed women with different interests than men. 
So, by analogy, any culturally marked difference in social position could 
give rise to differences in interest, and hence to potentially disruptive in
flections of the meanings of cultural categories. 

However, one wonders if this perspectival difference in interests is re
ally sufficient to explain the novel actions of the Hawaiian women. If, as 
Sahlins seems to suggest, the tabu system is the master code in the cultural 
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structure of Hawaii and that code defines women only negatively, where 
did women get the sense qf self and the plans for social action that allowed 
them to engage in subversive and potentially dangerous episodes of tabu 
violation? One plausible response would be to retain Sahlins's singular us
age, but to propose a more deconstructionist or post-structuralist image 
that would insist on the instability, contradictions, gaps, and fissures in 
structure. Specifically, in the case of Hawaiian women one could argue 
that while the tabu system defined women negatively, it defined them neg
atively in relation to the positively marked categories of men, chiefs, and 
gods. One might argue in the deconstructionist mode that the negative 
definition of women inevitably contained traces of the excluded positively 
defined categories, and that the trace identities with men, chiefs, and gods 
had the potential to endow women with capacities that are explicitly de
nied to them. Hence, when breaches occurred in the ordinary and ex
pected course of social relations, these trace identities could be activated 
in powerful and subversive ways. 

But however salutary such a post-structuralist inflection may be, I also 
think that structures need to be seen as multiple in the quite different 
sense that different institutional realms, operating at varying social and ge
ographical scales, operate according to different symbolic or cultural log
ics. 3 Although I am ignorant of Hawaiian history and ethnography beyond 
what I have learned from Sahlins's work, it is surely not plausible that 
Hawaiian women's only social definition was as a negative category in the 
system of tabu relations. Surely women were also defined in quite different 
ways in other institutional realms- for example, in agricultural and craft 
production, in their families or households, and in their relations with 
other women. Of course, these institutional realms and the cultural struc
tures that informed them can only have been relatively autonomous. Rela
tions between men and women, both as categories in public ritual situa
tions and as husbands and wives or brothers and sisters in families, were 
powerfully structured by the tabu definitions, according(to which women 
are to men as commoners are to chiefs and as humans are to gods. But tabu 
relations surely did not exhaust the cultural categories of Hawaiian fami
lies. I assume that there must have been forms of cooperation, play, au
thority, and division of labor characteristic of Hawaiian families or house
holds in general that were patterned according to rules quite different from 
those of tabu. Likewise, interactions among Hawaiian commoner women, 

3. For a brilliant development of this point, see Swidler (2001). 
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all of whom were defined as noa rather than tabu, must have been struc
tured primarily by principles other than those of the tabu system. 

Societies should be conceptualized as the sites of a multitude o(over

lapping and interlocking cultural structures. These structures are ol!\ly rel
atively autonomous, in that they contain meanings and symbols shared by 
other structures-as, for example, both the cultural structures pertaining 
to family relations and those pertaining to public ritual relations included 
notions of tabu. But however relative, the autonomy is also real: the cul
tural structure of family relations is by no means reducible to that of tabu 
relations. The different structures that shape a society in fact overlap or in
terlock in more than one way- they contain common symbols, they refer 
or lay claim to common objects, and they coexist in and hence inform the 
subjectivities of the same persons. Structures also may exist at quite dif
ferent levels or scales. The tabu system encompasses all Hawaiians, indeed 
the entire Hawaiian cosmos. After Cook's arrival, Hawaiian social rela
tions were also affected by a quite different world system of capitalist 
exchange that spanned vast geographical regions of the globe, but that, 
in much of the world, governed only a narrow band of human relations. 
Other structures correspond to broad institutional spheres: the family, 
priestcraft, chiefly lineages, warfare, or production. But structures also ex
ist at much more microscopic levels-particular work gangs, households, 
or even diadic friendships develop their own specific cultural structures 
that are not reducible to the cultural structures operating at more inclusive 
levels of social relations. 

Such a multiple concept of structures is important for two reasons. 
First, if we assume that subjects are formed by structures, a multiple con
cept of structure is capable of explaining the existence of persons with 
widely varied interests, capacities, inclinations, and knowledge. Thus 
Hawaiian women, in addition to being defined negatively by their relation 
to the tabu system, or in potentia by traces of the categories from which 
the tabu system excluded them, were also defined more positively and 
along quite different axes by their participation in other spheres of social 
and cultural relations-in teasing relations with brothers, in wor~ rela
tions with other women, in mother-daughter relations, and so on. Second, 
given that structures overlap, cultural meanings and identitie~ derived 
from one structure or institutional sphere can be transposed to others. To 
return to Hawaiian women, it is hard to imagine that the violations of tabu 
occasioned by the appearance of Europeans were not informed in part by 

identities, solidarities, and meanings derived from, say, everyday relations 
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among women or relations between sisters and brothers in particular 
households. With respect to the latter possibility, Sahlins remarks that 
there were many cases of close male relatives who colluded with women in 
their sexual commerce with the European sailors, a collusion that must 
arise at least in part from a sphere of social relations fairly autonomous 
from tabus (1981, 41-42). 

Sahlins himself recognizes in a footnote in a paper on Fijian warfare 
that some sort of pluralizing of structure is necessary in order to explain 
the play of difference and the work of mutual redefinitions that is charac
teristic of the event. "The word 'structure,"' he remarks, "is also an evident 
oversimplification. We shall see that what is characteristic of the event, or 
of the incident as event, is the connections it makes between different or
ders of structure ... in the culture of a given society" (1991, 86). He goes 
on to use the locution "orders of structure;' fairly frequently in the remain
der of the paper. I think, however, that the conception of multiple, over
lapping, relatively autonomous, and transposable structures that I have 

been advocating is superiC?r to the half-hearted compr9mise implied by 
"orders of structure." I should say that I am encouraged to advocate a more 
radical repudiation of the singular structuralist conception of structure by 
the fact that in the passage marked by the ellipses in the above quotation, 
Sahlins remarks "alternatively, one could follow Sewell in speaking of dif
ferent structures;' citing a prepublication version of the paper that became 
chapter 4 of this book. My remarks over the past few pages are an argu
ment as to why one should "follow Sewell" on this issue. 

A conception of structures as multiple rather than singular also helps 
to solve another issue Sahlins raises in a footnote in his paper on Fijian 
warfare: the difficulty of determining when a happening should be re
garded as an event, rather than simply as an incident that reproduces a 
structure: 

I am aware of the looseness of the formulation of events as acts or incidents 

that change rather than simply implement structures •.•• There are also 

practical difficulties in distinguishing acts which reproduce an existing cul

tural order from those which alter it, insofar as every intelligible act is at 

once novel and continuous with the order •••• Cultural orders are event

systems •••• All this raises problems of the kinds and magnitudes of change 

necessary to qualify as "event:' I deal with certain of these issues concretely 

only ••• leaving further consideration of the abstract problems to haunt me 

another time. (1991, 86) 
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In one respect it is appropriate that this problem should stay around to 
haunt anyone who embraces the notion of the duality of structure. Struc .. 
tures are made and reproduced by human action, not by God or by Nature. 
Because a structure is reproduced by enactments, and because the situa .. 
tion in which a structurally shaped enactment occurs is never quite the 
same as the previous situation, the difference between an act of reproduc .. 
tion and an event is always a difference in degree, not in kind. Distin .. 
guishing transformative events from ordinary implementations of struc .. 
ture is necessarily a matter of practical judgment. 

However, determining which happenings are to be regarded as events 
would be a far less haunting affair if structures were conceptualized as 
multiple rather than singular. If structure is singular, one will constantly 
be asking whether an incident that has clearly changed the meaning and 
relations of categories in some particular corner of social relations is im .. 
portant enough to be called an event from the point of view of the cultural 
structure as a whole. The problem is often intractable, since what unam .. 
biguously qualifies as a local structural transformation may actually have 
the effect of reproducing a structure at a higher level. A divorce or a re .. 

marriage that profoundly transforms the culture of a given famibr will 
t~-

simply reproduce the categories of the American matrimonial syst~m. If 
structure is regarded as singular, this incident poses an agonizing problem. 
But if structures are regarded as multiple, the happening is simultaneously 
an event from the point of view of the local family culture and an imple
mentation of structure from the broader viewpoint. 

A conception of structures as multiple, overlapping, and transposable 
also clarifies the problem of the production of acting subjects, about which 
Sahlins says relatively little. Sahlins makes certain assumptions about hu
man subjects, all of which I would endorse: that subjects are willful, that 
they vary, and that they are profoundly shaped by their cultures. But 
Sahlins spends little time justifying these assumptions or exploring the re
lations between them. In particular, he has not pondered the possible con .. 
tradictions between the assumption that people are culturally produced 
and that they are various. Since the cultural structure of any society is 
based on distinctions, it follows that different categories of persons identi
fied in the culture will be different from each other- adults from children, 
men from women, chiefs from commoners, priests from chiefs, and so on. 
But Sahlins seems also to assume variations within such culturally recog
nized categories. I would maintain that within-category variation is com-
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patible with an assumption of cultural production of ~ubjects only if the 
cultural structures that inform subjectivities are conceptualized as mul .. 
tiple. Thus, in addition to being shaped by society .. wide definitions of the 

I 

relation of chiefs, or of women, or of priests to other categories, particular 
chiefs, women, and priests will also have been shaped by their varying par
ticipation in other institutions and bundles of social relationships. Under 
the assumption of multiple structures, the experiences, capacities, and 
knowledges of different persons will necessarily vary-because their life 
histories will yield unique mixes of exposure to different cultural struc
tures, and from different angles of vision. Multiple structures imply varying 
subjectivities, and hence the varying interests that figure so centrally in 
Sahlins's account of events. 

Moreover, whereas Sahlins clearly assumes that actors are willful, vari .. 
ous, and profoundly shaped by their cultures, it is not so clear whether he 
regards actors as capable of acting creatively. True, they are able to make 
sense of novel phenomena, but they seem to do so essentially by assigning 
them to existing categories. Sahlins's Hawaiian actors sometimes seem 
rather unhesitating and automatic about their acts of reference, especially 
given the unprecedented and presumably unsettling nature of their situa
tion. A European ship appears on the horizon during the appropriate time 
for Lono's arrival and Cook is immediately classed as Lono; Cook comes 
ashore, and the priests unhesitatingly lead him through ceremonies de .. 
signed to identify him with that god. To be sure, our sources are all writ
ten by British sailors, so we are not privy to the perplexities, doubts, argu .. 
ments, projects and counter .. projects that may have emerged among the 
Hawaiians as they attempted to make sense of Cook's arrival on the scene. 
But in my opinion Sahlins's account makes the Hawaiians' crucial and 
risky acts of reference seem too easy, too automatically generated by the 
structures in place, and makes Hawaiian actors seem insufficiently con .. 
scious of the risks or reflective about the possibilities of other acts of ref .. 
erence. Indeed, the term reference seems a bit anemic for the kinds of cul .. 
tural action that goes on i~ events. It could be read as implying that people 
have no sense of distance from their cultural structures, that the only issue 
is the assignment of the novel phenomenon to the appropriate structural 

category. 
Yet it is not hard to imagine that the appearance of an anomalous phe .. 

nomenon (and Cook in Hawaii would certainly qualify as anomalous) 
might result in semiotic actions far more complex than the assignment of 
the phenomenon to a category. People might also reflect upon the existing 
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categories, suggesting redefinitions of various kinds-for example, the 
splicing together of previously separate categories, the moving of a cate
gory from its place in one structure to a place in another, the collapsing or 
multiplying of categorical levels, the development of alternative possible 
schemes of classification, and so on. Moreover, when confronted with the 

' 
need for action, people might well act ambiguously, trying out mo~~than 
one form of semantic reference at once, hoping to be guided further by the 
future behavior of the anomalous phenomenon itself. While one cannot 
fault Sahlins for not tracing out the semiotic complexities of Hawaiian ac
tion- the documents, unfortunately, are silent or virtually silent about 
these issues-it seems very likely that such complexities in fact lay behind 
the acts of reference that emerge in the documents. 

I would argue that a multiple conception of structures would make sub
jects' cultural creativity easier to explain. If the cultural structures by 
which subjectivities are formed are multiple, then so are the subjectivities. 
Any individual person combines within herself or himself a number of dif ... 
ferent situational subjectivities, and the motivations, plans for action, and 
modes of thinking associated with these different subjectivities can never 
be strictly limited to any particular situation. Because persons, symbols, 
and objects of cultural reference overlap between structural realms, struc
turally generated rules, emotions, categories, and senses of self can po
tentially be transposed from one situation to another. Indeed, if actors 
commonly have the experience of negotiating and renegotiating the rela
tionships between noncongruent cultural structures, it follows that they 
should have some intellectual distance on the structural categories them
selves, that they should be able to view one set of cultural categories from 
the point of view of others that are differently organized, to compare and 
criticize categories and categorical logics, to work out ways of harmoniz
ing or ordering the seemingly contradictory demands of different struc
tural schemes. A multiple conception of structure, consequently, makes 
human creativity and reflection an integral element in the theory of his
tory, not a philosophically prior metaphysical assumption. 

rs STRUCTURE ONLY CULTURAL? 

I argue that structures are multiple in the sense that different clus~rs or 
systems of cultural meanings inform different realms of institutional prac
tice. This claim actually breaks with classical structuralism in two ways. 
First, it challenges structuralism's sense of totality by separating the sym
bols and meanings that structure human practices into relatively autono-
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mous and noncongruent local clusters. But, second, it also implies that 
the symbols and meanings are defined as much by their local relations to 
worldly practice as by their global semiotic relations of similarity and dif
ference. This implies a more substantial link between "structures" and "the 
world" than can be comfortably accommodated by traditional structural
ism, one that I believe can be clarified by conceptualizing structures as 
made up of both cultural schemas and material resources, rather than of 
schemas alone. 

Although Sahlins does not treat resources as a part of structure, they 
nevertheless play crucial roles in several episodes of his"structural history:' 
This can be illustrated most clearly by revisiting his account of structural 
change in Hawaii after the death of Captain Cook. We might begin a dis
cussion of resources with the question of the dead captain's bones, which 
were a matter of dispute between the Hawaiians and the English. The 
English wanted the bones so that Cook's barbarous death could at least be 
appeased by giving his worldly remains a Christian funeral, and they did 
consign someone's bones-whose we can only guess-to the waters of the 
bay. The Hawaiians regarded Cook's bones as divine, but ,their use of them 
was rather more worldly. By extending to Cook's bones the ritual treatment 
accorded to those of deceased chiefs, Cook's mana could be captured for the 
royal house, thereby increasing the king's worldly powers. Kamehameha, 
who succeeded to the throne shortly after Cook's death, devoted himself 
particularly to the cult of the British god Lono-Cook, who, according to a 
priest speaking to Lieutenant Peter Puget in 17931 "always accompanied 
the king" on his voyages (Sahlins 1981, 26). This royal adoption of the Cook 
cult and the resulting access of British mana had important practical con
sequences for Kamehameha; indeed, it might be maintained that it was 
precisely this that enabled him to conquer all the Hawaiian islands and 
subject them to his unified rule. Kamehameha, as the privileged possessor 
of European mana, set himself up as the protector of foreign shipping and 
placed a royal tabu on all trade with Europeans. This assured him access to 
European advisors and an effective monopoly over the firearms and ships 
he needed to overpower his enemies. By 18121 Kamehameha had parlayed 
these advantages into suzerainty of the entire archipelago. 

This successful use of tabu to engross trade had an extended but ulti
mately disastrous history in Hawaii. In the early nineteenth century, when 
Hawaiian sandalwood suddenly became a major item in European com
merce with China, the value of the trade tabu rose precipitately. Not only 
Kamehameha but many of the chiefs who administered his kingdom 
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and/ or held the land and controlled the labor of commoners could gain 
enormous wealth by forcing gangs of commoners to troop into the forests 
and cut sandalwood. The exploitation of commoners by landholding chiefs 
drove them into poverty and exhaustion, probably contributing to the 
alarming drops in population attendant on the spread of "civilized" dis
eases like smallpox. The chiefs, meanwhile, accumulated new forms of 
mana from the commerce with Europeans. They bought vast quantities of 
European and Chinese luxury goods. They built European-style houses, 
which they used only for ceremonial occasions, and filled them with 
clocks, dishes, plate, and figurines. They piled up the finest quality Chinese 
silks, and American and English ginghams, linens, and woolens in store
houses where they were left to rot. At the same time, Hawaiian chiefs be
gan calling themselves by European names: Billy Pitt, Cox, John Adams, 
Charley Fox, Thomas Jefferson, and so on. Sahlins sees these seemingly 
bizarre behaviors as resulting from perfectly logical extensions of existing 
Hawaiian notions. Traditionally, rulers claimed to rule as the descendants 
of foreign conquerors and used various means to emphasize symbolically 
their difference from the common people. To adopt the name Billy Pitt 
was precisely to assume a foreign, in this case European, identity that 
marked one off from ordinary Hawaiians. And the advent of massive lev
els of European trade in the years before the sandalwood forests we!te ex
hausted (around 1830) made possible an accumulation of the signs of for
eign mana on previously unheard of proportions. The result was a frenzy of 
conspicuous consumption in a Hawaiian"political economy of grandeur"
one that wound up exhausting and depleting the ranks of commoners and 
eventually undermining the chiefs, who had accumulated gigantic debts 
by the time the boom ended. The eventual result was the"land reforms" of 
the 1850s, which had the effect of dispossessing Hawaiians altogether and 
turning the land over to American missionaries and traders (Sahlins 1990; 
Kirch and Sahlins 1992 ). 

Once again, Sahlins uses this story to show how novel happenings are 
domesticated by the application of existing semiotic schemas. Cook's 
bones were given the same ritual treatment as those of dead kings or of 
chiefs defeated and killed in battle; this captured the mana of the dead 
great one as one's own. Trade with Europeans was coded as a royal affair, 
in part because the king was the privileged possessor of Cook's European 
mana, and the royal tabu was therefore extended to cover it. Luxury goods 
introduced by Europeans were interpreted as signs of chiefly mana and ac
cumulated accordingly. Once again, European novelties were appropriated 
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and shaped by Hawaiian cultural categories, but at the same time the 
meaning of the Hawaiian cultural categories were transformed by the new 
realities to which they refer. 

But how did this simult~neous appropriation by and' t~ansformation of 
cultural categories take pl<i,ce? Here I want to point to the crucial but the
oretically unmarked role played in Sahlins's story by the dynamic, dialecti
cal relationship between schemas and resources. The dialectic may be sche
matized in three points or moments. 

1. Resources are produced by cultural schemas. By this I do not mean that cul
tural schemas create the substances or the human beings that become re
sources in a given social situation. Rather, I mean that humans' or sub
stances' specific value arises from their categorization within existing 
cultural schemas. Cook's bones become a powerful source of mana because 
they are treated according to schemas governing the bones of great chiefs. 
European trade is categorized as royal and subjected to tabus both because 
the king's association with Lona-Cook has made him"European"-that is, 
endowed him with European mana-and because the trade comes from 
over the water, like royal power itself. Action in the world marks sub
stances or persons as resources with certain values and potentials for so
cial power. It not only places the substances (or persons) in abstract cate
gories that have specific semiotic relations with other categories, but 
endows them with the real-world powers that are characteristic of other 
substances (or persons) that belong to the category. Cooks' bones radiate 
a quality of divinity comparable to those of other divinized chiefs, and 
mana inheres in European firearms or fancy cloths as it does in certain 
tabued foods. A successful act of categorization-and categorizations are 
often disputed-makes things into resources of a specific sort and thereby 
subjects them to social dynamics characteristic of that category. 

2. Nevertheless, resources are also governed by other dynamics than those they 
receive from this categorization. These supplemental dynamics are of two 
general types: natural and sociocultural. All resources are subject to cer
tain biological or physical limitations and tendencies. Sahlins's story in
cludes two obvious cases of such dynamics. Sandalwood trees are cultur
ally marked as a trade good·of particular value and as the property of chiefs 
or the king. But these markings do not change the fact that the trees re
produce slowly and therefore will eventually be exhausted by unrestrained 
cutting. Likewise the harvesters-the Hawaiian common people-could 
be pushed only so hard without suffering rises in mortality and declines 
in fertility. In addition to these natural dynamics, culturally defined re-
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sources were also subject to sociocultural dynamics beyond those arising 
from their assignment to a particular category. Hawaiians could classify 
Cook as a god and a source of mana. But the European mana generated 
by Lono-Cook differed from previous Hawaiian forms of mana because it 
depended on modes of production and commercial currents-most par
ticularly European and American trade with China-that extended far 
beyond the Hawaiian archipelago. The European goods that were <;a:tego
rized as indices of mana (for example, warships, guns, plate, crystal, silks, 
ginghams, clocks) not only had particular physical characteristics (guns 
were weapons of unprecedented power) but were implicated in cultural 
schemas and the social dynamics of the emerging world capitalist system. 
As resources implicated in other cultural universes, they could hardly be 
governed solely by the Hawaiian schemas of mana and tabu. 

3. The transformation of cultural schemas results from unexpected flows of re
sources. This point may be explained by means of a commentary on the sec
ond proposition of Sahlins's"possible theory of history": that"in action in 
the world-technically, in acts of reference-the cultural categories ac
quire new functional values. Burdened with the world, the cultural mean
ings are thus altered" (Sahlins 1985, 138). The issue is how we should un
derstand the burdening of cultural categories with the world. I would 
argue for two elaborations of or amendments to Sahlins's formulation. 
First, while it is important to understand that action in the world is always 
an act of reference, this is only a one-sided description of the act. To en
gage in action is to act linguistically, to designate a thing as belonging to a 
semantic category- as an instance of "tree;' or "god;' or "ta bu:' But this 
same act is also a marking of a thing in the world as a potential resource for 
action, as being susceptible to the kinds of social uses characteristic of that 
category of thing. Meaningful action, then, should be understood as at 
once a reference in language and a marking of things in the world as po
tential resources for action. Second, Sahlins's formulation is too syn
chronic. It is true that the very act of making a reference may be seen as in
flecting the meaning of the category to which a thing is referred. Any act 
of reference changes the empirical contents to which the category refers, 
and therefore affects the range of characteristics which it may include. But 
the risk of transformation of cultural categories arises above all from the 
fact that the things marked as resources in an initial action may be s}4bject 
over time to other determinations, natural and sociocultural, that will 
cause them to change significantly in content, in quantity, in valu,e, and in 
relations. If the Hawaiian categories of mana and tabu were transformed 
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between the 1790s and the 1830s, it was above all because many of the things 
marked as resources by their relation to these categories-for example, 

firearms, European commerce, luxury goods, and sandal~ood-were sub
ject to rhythms and valuations unforeseen by the Hawaiian chiefs and 
priests who so marked them in the 1790s. It was not acts of reference per se 
that caused categories to be so fatefully transformed, but unpredictable 
flows or fluctuations of the resources marked by the act of reference. 

According to my reading of Sahlins, structural change does not operate 
on a purely cultural level. It is inextricably wrapped up with the marking, 
use, and dynamics of resources. For this reason we need to take more liter
ally than Sahlins does his own claim that categories are "burdened with the 
world:' Cultural categories are worldly facts. They burden the world with 
potentials for human use whenever actors mark things by using them as re
sources. And they are burdened by the things they mark, dragged into new 
constellations of meaning when the course of action doesn't go as expected. 
This does not mean that cultural categories are not also defined by their 

place in webs of semiotic relations-webs that often reach far beyond the 
locality where they are burdened with particular worldly referents. Indeed, 

it is precisely this simultaneous participation in far-flung networks of semi
otic implication and in local relations of worldly practice that makes novel 

j '~ 

acts of reference so risky. The designation of European trade goods as 
tabued meant that resentments arising out of trade relations could react 
back on the food tabus distinguishing men from women or commoners 
from chiefs, indeed on the entire tabu system. The power of Sahlins's own 
account depends, in my opinion, on an implicit conception of structure that 
encompasses both schemas and resources. Only such a conception can sat

isfactorily explain the dialectical relationship between cultural categories 
and human action in the world. 

STRUCTURE AND EVENT 

Although I have spent much time in this chapter criticizing certain aspects 
of Sahlins's theorization of structure, it is important to recognize that we 
share certain fundamental assumptions. I would state them as follows. 

First, historical events should be understood as happenings that trans
form structures. The reason that events constitute what historians call 
"turning points" is that they somehow change the structures that govern 
human conduct. To understand and explain an event, therefore, is to spec

ify what structural change it brings about and to determine how the struc
tural change was effectuated. 
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Second, the key to an adequate theory of the event is a robust theory of 
structure. This point may seem paradoxical because "structure" has been 
understood as an essentially synchronic concept whereas "event" has usu
ally been thought of as preeminenly diachronic-as something that can 
be captured only by means of a detailed narration of happenings in time. 
But Sahlins's meditation on the coming of Captain Cook to Hawaii shows 
that to narrate an event meaningfully, the historian not only must recount 

happenings in time, but must also break from narration-that is, tem
porarily suspend time in order to analyze, in a synchronic discursive mode, 
the skein of relationships that define the nature and the potentialities of 
the objects and persons about which a story may be told. There can be no 
adequate diachronic narrative of an event without a synchronic under
standing of the structures that the event transforms. 

Third, I believe that Sahlins has uncovered the fundamental mecha
nism of structural change: the necessary but risky application of existing 

cultural categories to novel circumstances, t~e action of culturally mark
ing things in the world that, at least occasionally, transforms the meanings 

of the cultural markers and thereby reorients the possibilities of human 
social action. Clear and simple in the abstract, this mechanism is of course 

difficult to specify and subject to countless complexities in the actual de
tails of historical change. But Sahlins has provided the crucial service of 

naming the quarry that we need to capture and of giving us a luminous ex-
t .. 

ample-his Hawaiian historical ethnography-of how the hunt cln be 
carried out successfully. 

THE STRUCTURE OF THE CONJUNCTURE AND 

THE CONJUNCTION OF STRUCTURES 

Sahlins's historical ethnography possesses a virtue that is much valued by 
historians: an acute appreciation of the significance of historical detail. 

The entire thrust of his theory impels us to identify the specific situations 
in which novel acts of reference (and markings of the world) are made. 
Even if events in some way mediate or instantiate more gradual changes in 
larger historical forces (and of course they often do), the social transfor
mations that are effectuated in events depend on the details of what hap
pens in specific times, places, and situations. Hence, details matter: con
tingent, transient, or seemingly trivial particularities of the situation can 
have major and lasting effects on subsequent history. The expansion of 

intensive European navigation into the Pacific was bound to bring Euro
peans into contact with Hawaiians, and this contact was bound to have a 
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major impact on Hawaiian social relations. But the specific nature and 

form of the impact depended upon details of the initial encounter. Had 
Cook's ships sailed into Kealakekua Bay in July instead of December, the 

fateful assimilation of the British sea captain to the god Lono might never 
have occurred, since it was normal for Lono to come to Hawaii during the 
time of Makahiki, but it wquld have been highly irregular f~r him to arrive 
in midsummer. And had Cook not been taken into Hawaiian culture as 

a god, Hawaiian history over the next half-century of so would have been 
quite different, as the entire corpus of Sahlins's historical ethnography 
makes plain. 

Sahlins sees this tendency for micro conditions to have macro effects 
as a characteristic mark of the event. In Historical Metaphors and Mythical 
Realities (1981), Sahlins introduces the paradoxical aphorism "structure of 
the conjuncture" to designate a peculiar quality of events. He uses this term 
rather casually, defining it only contextually and in passing, as in the fol

lowing examples: 

Nothing guarantees that the situations encountered in practice will stereo

typically follow from the cultural categories by which the circumstances are 

interpreted and acted upon. Practice, rather, has its own dynamics-a 

"structure of the conjuncture"-which meaningfully defines the persons 

and the objects that are parties to it. (35) 

* * * * 
The pragmatics had its own dynamics: relationships that defeated both in

tention and convention. The complex of exchanges that developed between 

Hawaiians and Europeans, the structure of the conjuncture, brought the 

former into uncharacteristic conditions of internal conflict and contradic

tion. (50) 

* * * * 
The specificity of practical circumstances, people's differential relations to 

them, and the set of particular arrangements that ensue (structure of the 

conjuncture) sediment new functional values on old categories. (68) 

* * * * 
We must bring into account the relations of practice itself, the"structure of 

the conjuncture:' My argument has been that there is a sui generis develop

ment of cultural relationships at this level: a working-out of the categories 

of being and things as gufol~d by interests and fitted to contb~ts. We have 
seen that such "working disagreements" may entail some arrangement of 

conflicting intentions and interpretations, even as the meaningful relation

ships so established conflict with established relationships. (72) 
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Writing a decade later, he defines structure of the conjuncture only a little 
more formally: 

In other studies I have in effect described the evenemential process as a 

"structure of the conjuncture:' meaning the way the cultural categories are 

actualized in specific context through the interested action of the historic 

agents and the pragmatics of their interaction. (1991, 80-81) 

The term requires some unpacking. Sahlins invokes the structure o(~he 
conjuncture to explain why, in events, the"situations encountered in p~ac
tice'' will fail to "stereotypically follow from the cultural categories by 
which the circumstances are interpreted and acted upon" ( 1981, 35). Struc
ture of the conjuncture, hence, does not refer to structure in its most ordi
nary sense, that is, enduring and routinely reproduced relationships. It is, 
rather, a "pragmatics" or a "dynamics" that, although driven by the "inter
ests" of actors, "defeated both intention and convention:' Yet, if structure of 
the conjuncture does not refer to structure in the usual sense, the term has 
a certain paradoxical appropriateness. Sahlins is arguing that the dynam
ics of events are not utterly chaotic, that they exhibit significant regulari
ties, albeit not the regularities that the actors would have expected. The 
term "structure of the conjuncture'' is an attempt to signify that the "con
junctures" we call events are characterized by emergent regularities or log
ics and are in this sense"structured" in spite of their novelty. 

But the neologism "structure of the conjuncture" is reversible and, I be
lieve, gains something from the reversal. The "structure of the conjunc
ture;' as Sahlins conceptualizes it, may be said to arise from a"conjuncture 
of structures:' What makes possible the peculiar dynamic that character
izes events is the conjoining in a given situation of structures that pre
viously either had been entirely disjoint or had been connected only in 
substantially different ways. When people act in a situation in which pre
viously existing structures are newly conjoined, the consequences of cer
tain of their actions will be deflected from what the actors intend. The sit
uation therefore will have the effect of suppressing certain actions and 
suggesting new possibilities for the elaboration of others. Note that this 
novel combination of frustrations and incitements will influence actions 
predicated on each of the previously disjoint structures simultaneously. 
The consequence is that all the parties can be expected to engage in exper ... 
imental transpositions of structurally shaped schemes of actions i~ a 
volatile and interactive dynamic. In this sort of situation, where the f;vel 
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of uncertainty is bound to be very high, mutual redefinitions of the situa
tion that significantly restructure practice are likely. And, of course, seem
ingly minor or contingent details of the situation can have major and en
during consequences. 

This may be illustrated once again by Sahlins's Hawaiian example. We 
have remarked that the utterly contingent fact that Cook's ships arrived 
at Kealakekua Bay at the beginning of the Makahiki festival made his un
expected appearance codeable as the coming of Lono, thereby inciting 
Hawaiian priests of the Lono cult to treat him as a god and to perform on 
his person ceremonies usually performed on an idol. The priests, accord
ing to Sahlins, were particularly solicitous ofLono-Cook during his entire 
stay in Hawaii because they could use the extraordinary fact of Lona's 
flesh and blood visitation to reinforce their own position in ongoing rival
ries with the local chiefs. The British, who needed the supplies that fl.owed 
to them from the Lano-priests in the form of gifts, were happy to cooper
ate. The chiefs, by contrast, were rather more ambivalent in their treat
ment of Cook, alternating"opportunistically" between"noblesse oblige and 
stealing" (Sahlins 1995, 70 ). The consequence was a particular"structure of 
the conjuncture:' As Sahlins puts it, 

Chiefs, priests, and English were all following their received inclinations 

and interests. The result \V:as a little social system, complete'with alliances, 

antagonisms- and a certain dynamic. The British had been drawn into the 

schismogenic relation "between the Laity and the Clergy:' In the existing 

ceremonial cum political circumstances, this was not necessarily to their 

advantage. For, the more the priests objectified themselves as the party of 

Lono, the more they intimated for Cook the destiny of the king's victim. 

(1995, 71) 

Why did this structure of the conjuncture mark Cook as a potential vic
tim? The king traditionally ended the Makahiki period by coming ashore 
in the vicinity of the Lano temple, where he staged a ritual battle with 
Lona's adherents. Then the image of Lono was disassembled-he was, 
that is to say, ritually killed-and a canoe filled with offerings for Lono 
was set adrift to Kahiki. Meanwhile, the king recommenced the cult of the 
war god Ku. In the context of these ritual oppositions, traditionally acted 
out at the end of the Makahiki period, the three-way interaction of chiefs, 
priests, and English had the effect of marking Cook as a god who stood in 
a potentially hostile relation to the Hawaiian king and chiefs. The poten
tial hostility was held in abeyance when Cook and his men-coinciden-
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tally, but, from the Hawaiian point of view, appropriately-set off from 
Hawaii into the open sea at the end of the Makahiki period. But the po

tential hostility was powerfully actualized when another of history's little 
accidents, a storm that broke a mast, induced Cook's untimely return to 

Hawaiian shores a few days after his ceremonious departure. The upshot, 
of course, was that the flesh-and-blood Lono-Cook suffered the death and 

dismemberment normally visited on the idol and that his mana was cap

tured by Hawaiian royalty. 
Here the structure of the conjuncture was formed by a three-way con

juncture of structures. The preexisting structural tensions between Lono 

priests and chiefs were exacerbated and given a particular twist by the un
expected appearance of Cook, whose own interests unwittingly drew him 

into the ritual drama of the Makahiki on the side of the priests-in a role 
whose significance he could not know, but for which he was singularly 
suited as a consequence of his own highly ritualized and absolute power as 
a captain in the British Navy. In the structured improvisations that arose 

in this complex conjuncture, Cook gained his divinity and lost his life, and 
the Hawaiians absorbed the presence of ship-borne Europeans into their 
social world in a way destined to transform it in a particular fashion. 

The specific nature of the structure of the conjuncture will, of course, 
be different in every event. But if Sahlins's theory of the event is correct, it 
should always involve a novel conjuncture of structures. Hence, we cannot 

predict in advance what structure of the conjuncture will shape the n~;vel 
acts of reference that constitute the core of a given event. But we do kitow 
what to look for: a conjunction of structures that sets off a synergetic inter
action between actors attempting to make structural sense of a highly vol
atile situation. 

A POSSIBLE THEORY OF HISTORY 

Sahlins's theory of the event is appropriately open-ended. It is a "possible" 
theory of history not only in the sense that it might just work, but in the 
sense that what it specifies is not a collection of iron laws of historical de
velopment but a set of possibilities inherent in history generally. It pro

vides a vocabulary and a paradigmatic logic for the historical analysis of 
events. I have tried to elucidate Sahlins's paradigm, to convey its elegance 
and power, and also to show how it invites elaboration and modification. 
Its essential terms are all abstract-structure, event, actor, interest, refer
ence, structure of the conjuncture, and, I would add, schemas, resources, 

and conjunctions of structures. We might wish for a more elaborated and 
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richer theory of the event than Sahlins provides. But if so, it is our job 
as students of history to produce one. By reflecting further, on the basis 
of events that interest us - events with the widest variety of actors, 
geographical and historical locations, political and cultural dynamics, and 
temporalities-we should be able to say more about the different ways 
that conjunctions of structures may give rise to structures of the conjunc
ture, the different kinds, of semiotic acts of reference that reshape struc
tures, the types and rel~ti'onships of structures that are effected by events, 
and so on. But it is my contention that Sahlins has provided us with the es
sential framework for such further reflections. In short, I regard his theory 
of history as much more than merely possible. It is, as I see it, a powerful, 
generalizable, fruitful, and open-ended theory of historical change. It 
should be a theory impossible to do without-not just a possible but an in
dispensable theory of history. 
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HISTORICAL EVENTS AS 

TRANSFORMATIONS OF STRUCTURES 

Inventing Revolution at the Bastille 
~ ; r . 

E ver since Herodotus, historians have written about events. Battles, al
liances, scandals, conquests, conspiracies, revolts, royal successions, 

reforms, elections, religious revivals, assassinations, discoveries: momen

tous events have always been the bread and butter of narrative history. But 
despite the prominence of events in historical narratives, the event has 

rarely been scrutinized as a theoretical category. Traditional narrative his
torians who reveled in the contingency and particularity of events gener .. 
ally refused on principle to engage in explicit theorizing. Meanwhile, his
torical sociologists, along with the minority of historians who turned to 
the social sciences in order to escape the hegemony of political narrative, 
generally disdained the study of mere events and sought instead to dis

cover general causal patterns underlying historical change. This was true 
of the Annales school in France from the late 1920s forward and of the 
"new social history" that blossomed in the United States in the 1960s and 

1970s. By the 1980s the old antagonisms between narrative history and 
historical sociology had begun to fade; yet theoretical work on historical 
events has remained relatively rare.1 I begin by outlining a theoretical con .. 

A shorter version of this chapter was published with the same title in Theory and Society 25 

(1996): 841-81. Copyright© by Kluwer Academic Publishers; published with the kind permis
sion of Springer Science and Business Media. I have had valuable comments on this chapter 
from Ronald Amin:zade, Laura Downs, Muge Goi;:ek, David Lai tin, Colin Lucas, Sherry Ortner, 
Sharon Reitman, Sidney Tarrow, Charles Tilly, and the editors of Theory and Society. 

l. The rapprochement between social history and narrative may be conveniently marked by 
the appearance of Stone (1979). Among the scholars who have contributed to a theoretical 
understanding of events are Abrams (1982, 190-226), Nora (1974), Molino (1986), Abbott 
(1992), Aminzade (1992), and Griffen (1992, 1993). '" 
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ception of the historical event, but then refine the theory by using it to an
alyze particular historical happenings that took place in France in the sum
mer of 1789. I am convinced that an adequate theorization of events can 
only be built up through a mutual interrogation of theoretical categories 
and real historical sequences. 

EVENTS AS A THEORETICAL CATEGORY 

According to standard dictionary definitions, the term event can refer to a 
happening or occurrence of any kind, but the word is more commonly 
used to signify an occurrence that is remarkable in some way-one that is 
widely noted and commented on by contemporaries. Great public ceremo
nies (such as royal entrances or military parades) might be designated as 
events even though they had no discernable effect on historical change. 
But when historians argue for the importance of events, they have in mind 
occurrences that have momentous consequences, that in some sense 
"change the course of history:' It is historical events in this sense that I in
tend to deal with in this article. 

Although I agree with traditional narrative historians that events play 
a crucial role in historical change, my general view of social life is radically 
at odds with theirs. As should be clear from my arguments in chapter 4 of 
this book, I insist that social relations are profoundly governed by under
lying social and cultural structures and that a proper und~rstanding of the 
role of events in history must be founded on a concept of structure. A 
structural view of social action accounts for what I regard as an outstand
ing general characteristic of social life: that most social practices-whether 
international diplomacy, petty trade, or popular recreation-tend to be 
reproduced with considerable consistency over relatively extended peri
ods of time. Of course, all social practices undergo constant revision even 
in the course of reproduction, and the accumulation of small revisions may 
eventually result in significant transformations. Yet even when such small 
and undramatic changes accumulate over time, the overall structural frame
work of social relations tends to be maintained. When changes do take 
place, they are rarely smooth and linear in character; instead, changes tend 
to be clustered into relatively intense bursts. Even the accumulation of in
cremental changes often results in a buildup of pressures and a dramatic 
crisis of existing practices rather than a gradual transition from one state 
of affairs to another. Lumpiness, rather than smoothness, is the normal 
texture of historical temporality. These moments of accelerated change, I 
would argue, are initiated and carried forward by historical events. While 
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the events are sometimes the culmination of processes long underway, I 
would claim that events typically do more than carry out a rearrangement 
of practices made necessary by gradual and cumulative social change. His
torical events tend to transform social relations in ways that could not be 

fully predicted from the gradual changes that may have made them pos
sible. As I have pointed out in chapter 1, what makes historical events so 
important to theorize is that they reshape history, imparting an unfore
seen direction to social development and altering the nature of the causal 
nexus in which social interactions take place. For this reason, a theoreti
cally robust conception of events is a necessary component of any ade
quate theory of social change. 

I argue that events should be conceived of as sequences of occurrences 
that result in transformations of structures. Such sequences begin with a 
rupture of some kind-that is, a surprising break with routine practice. 
Such breaks actually occur every day-as a consequence of exogenous 
causes, of contradictions between structures, of sheer human inventive

ness or perversity, or of simple mistakes in enacting routines. But most rup

tures are neutralized and reabsorbed into the preexisting structures in one 
way or another-they may, for example, be forcefully repressed, pointedly 
ignored, or explained away as exceptions.2 But whatever the nature of the 
initial rupture, an occurrence only becomes a historical event, in the sense 
in which I use the term, when it touches off a chain of occurrences that 
durably transforms previous structures and practices. 

This happens above all when a rupture in one particular structural and 
-'*7'} 

spatial location also produces reinforcing ruptures in other locatidns. 

Thus, a fight that breaks out in a neighborhood bar breaks the usual rou
tine of sociability. If it can be resolved by the normal politics of tavern so
ciability-for example, by having the bouncer eject the aggressor, or by 
having the combatants duke it out in the back alley-it may have no seri
ous consequences. But if, say, one of the combatants is white and the other 

black, the initial rupture could be amplified by a rupture in the system of 
race relations that also structures interactions in the bar, and this could 

lead to a generalized racial brawl, which could draw in the police, who 
might commit acts of racial violence, which could touch off a city-wide 
riot, which in turn could permanently embitter race relations, discredit the 

mayor and police chief, and scare off private investment-and, of course, 

2. For a fascinating account of how potential ruptures are handled in face to face interactions, 
see Goffman (1967b). 
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alter the mode of sociability in bars. Because structures are articulated to 
other structures, initially localized ruptures always have the potential of 

bringing about a cascading series of further ruptures that will result in 

structural transformations-that is, changes in cultural schemas, shifts of 

resources, and the emergence of new modes of power. A single, isolated 
rupture rarely has the effect of transforming structures because standard 
procedures and sanctions can usually repair the torn fabric of social prac

tice. Ruptures spiral into.transformative historical event~ when a sequence 
of interrelated ruptures disarticulates the previous structural network, 
makes repair difficult, and makes a novel rearticulation possible. 

A historical event, then, is ( l) a ramified sequence of occurrences that 

(2) is recognized as notable by contemporaries, and that (3) results in a 
durable transformation of structures. This conception of historical events 
retains significant theoretical and methodological ambiguities. But rather 
than elaborating abstract solutions to such difficulties now, I would prefer 

to clothe my concept of the event with some empirical detail and then re
turn to theoretical and methodological issues toward the end of this chap

ter. I shall use as my empirical example a sequence of occurrences that took 
place in the summer of 1789 in France-what is generally known as the tak

ing of the Bastille. I choose this example not because I regard it as provid
ing an ideal type of historical events in general, but because I believe it raises 
analytical issues of wide import and because I know enough about the con
text in which it took place to be confident of my empirical and theoretical 
judgments about it. It goes without saying that a different example might 
lead to a significantly different theorization. I intend this study not as a de
finitive statement of the theory of events, but as an invitation to compari
son, elaboration, and critique. 

THE FRENCH REVOLUTION AND 

THE DISLOCATION OF NORMAL LIFE 

The French Revolution began with a local rupture, although in a struc
tural location that was already densely articulated to other structures. In 
1786, the comptroller general informed the king that the state was nearly 
bankrupt. By the early summer of 1789, this crisis of the state's fiscal insti
tutions had become a crisis of the system of social stratification (because 
fiscal reform would mean stripping the clergy and nobility of one of their 
major privileges, their immunity from taxation); it had, become a crisis of 

the privileged corporate institutions that were the integument of the so
cial order of old regime France (because their privileges were linked to par-
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ticular fiscal arrangements); it had become a deep constitutional crisis (be
cause it was unclear which governmental body had the authority to change 
the system of taxation); and it had also become a crisis of the very prin
ciples of the social and political order (because proponents of natural 
rights, national sovereignty, and civic equality had managed to dominate 
political discourse and gain a sizeable foothold among the deputies to the 
Estates General). 

I do not recount here how the initial crisis expanded to such propor
tions- although thinking analytically about the process by which such ex
pansions occur would surely be theoretically illuminating. I focus on.~_a dif
ferent aspect of the French Revolution and of historical events in general: 
how the uncertainty of structural relations that characterizes events can 
stimulate bursts of collective cultural creativity. Here it is important to 
recognize the internal temporality of events. In spite of the punctualist con
notations of the term, historical events are never instantaneous happen
ings: they always have a duration, a period that elapses between the initial 
rupture and the subsequent structural transformation. During this period, 
the usual articulations between different structures become profoundly 
dislocated. Actors, consequently, are beset with insecurity: they are unsure 
about how to get on with life. This insecurity may produce varying results, 
sometimes in the same person: anxiety, fear, or exhilaration; incessant ac ... 
tivity, paralysis, extreme caution, or reckless abandon. But it almost cer
tainly raises the emotional intensity of life, at least for those whose exis
tence is closely tied to the dislocated structures. And when, as in France in 
the summer of 1789, the structural dislocation is pervasive and deep, virtu
ally everyone lives on the edge. I examine the effects of such generalized in
security by concentrating on a period of twelve days stretching from July 12 

to July 23. This was an extraordinary period of fear, rejoicing, violence, and 
cultural creativity that changed the history of the world. 

I already indicated some of the reasons why French men and women 
were living in a state of profound uncertainty by the summer of 1789. The 
political situation was particularly dislocated and particularly charged. In 
1788, after two long years of unsuccessful stratagems, the king was forced 
to call a meeting of the Estates General, a body made up of elected repre
sentatives of the three estates of the realm. The Estates General had not 
met for 175 years, but according to traditional constitutional theory it had 
the exclusive right to consent to new taxes. (The three estates were the 
clergy, the nobility, and the commoners, who were known as the Third Es
tate.) Calling the Estates General was effectively an admission by th~-king 
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that royal absolutism was at an end and that some form of representative 
government was inevitable; it was clear to all that the meeting of the Es
tates General would result in a new constitutional arrangement. During 
the electoral campaign for the Estates General, royal censorship was lifted 
and the country was flooded with political pamphlets of all stripes. The 
political struggle had begun as a contest between the Crown and the polit
ical nation as a whole, but disputes soon broke out between the nobles and 
commoners, and by 1789 there was a three-sided struggle. The king was at
tempting to salvage as much royal power as possible, the nobles were try
ing to gain an independent role in the state, more or less on the model of 
the English House of Lords, and the Third Estate, which made up more 
than 95 percent of the population, was also attempting to gain a predomi
nant role for itself(Lefebvre (1949) 1971; Egret 1977). 

When the Estates General finally met in May, the delegates of the Third 
Estate refused to organize themselves as the lower body of a three-part 
legislature, and their intransigence brought the meeting to a standstill. 
Finally on June 17, the delegates of the Third Estate took the radical step 
of declaring themselves to be the"National Assembly;' a tide which clearly 
implied that they were the sole legitimate representative of the French 
people. They invited the delegates of the clergy and nobility to join the 
Assembly and proceed to the task of regenerating the nation. Initially the 
king and most of the nobles resisted this move, but after a couple of tense 
confrontations during th~ following week, the king e.fft1c_tively recognized 
the National Assembly and ordered the nobles to join it. But the king 
seems to have been merely biding his time, or perhaps he changed his 
mind. In any case, on July II Louis XVI dismissed his liberal minister, the 
Swiss banker Necker, who had good relations with the National As
sembly, and began to encircle Paris and Versailles with royal troops. It ap
peared that he was ready to dissolve the National Assembly, repress the 
Parisian popular movement, and return to rule by decree. This, in a nut
shell, was the political situation that led to the taking of the Bastille. 

The dislocations that had occurred in the French state by early July 
1789 were particularly sharp. What Leon Trotsky (1932) later called "dual 
power" had developed: two distinct and conflicting political apparatuses, 
the monarchy and the National Assembly, claimed to hold legitimate 
power. 3 It was consequently difficult for an ordinarily prudent individual 
to know which apparatus to obey. Moreover, the two powers based their 

3. Charles Tilly (1993) speaks of these as situations of "multiple sovereignty." 
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claims on sharply contradictory ideologies. The monarch claimed to rule 
by the grace of God, a grace conferred upon him by inheritance through 
the male line and sealed by the religious ritual of coronation. The National 
Assembly claimed its authority by popular sovereignty, the natural right of 
the nation's people to choose its own constitution. These two ideologies 
not only envisaged different kinds of states, but were based on divergent 
cosmologies and implied sharply different forms of social order. The cos
mology of the monarchy was profoundly hierarchical, with order origi
nating in God and cascading downward through the various orders of 
heavenly beings, to kings, priests, and nobles, thence to commoners, and 
finally to animals, plants, and inanimate matter. In the language of the old 
regime, order was indistinguishable from hierarchy (Mousnier 1972; Sewell 
l974a; Loyseau 1666, 1994 ). The implicit cosmology of the National As
sembly was sharply different: order originated not in the spiritual realm, 
but in nature, and nature created all humans equal in rights. Political in
stitutions arose from a social contract, from a rational agreement by the 
people about the appropriate form of government. The people had no ob
ligation to obey any authorities except those they had chosen for them
selves, either directly or through their duly constituted representatives. 

The fact that the two contesting powers in the French state legitimated 
themselves in terms of two sharply contrasting ideologies meant that the 
uncertainty experienced by ordinary people went beyond the unsettling 
question of which authorities to obey. Accepting the authority of the Na
tional Assembly also might entail accepting a new language of social order, 
one that had implications for virtually all spheres of social relation~* Rela
tions between priests and parishioners, seigneurs and peasants, manicipal 
officials and townsmen, masters and journeymen, husbands and wives, fa
thers and children: all of these were currently encoded in the hierarchical 
language of the old regime monarchy. Accepting the legitimacy of the Na
tional Assembly therefore might imply redefining and renegotiating these 
relations in an idiom of natural equality and social contract. This might 
mean unsettling changes in numerous spheres of daily life. But the practi
cal implications and the scope of the National Assembly's ideology were as 
yet unclear, not only to ordinary people, but to deputies in the National 
Assembly itself. As long as the standoff between the king and the As
sembly remained unsettled, no one could be entirely sure what actions were 
safe or dangerous, moral or wicked, advantageous or foolish, rational or 
irrational. 

In the peculiar circumstances of the summer of 1789, these insecurities 
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were joined to a harrowing concern about biological survival. The harvest 
of I788 had been disastrously short, and for several months impossibly 
high bread prices had rendered both poor urban-dwellers and peasants 
chronically hungry. The coming harvest looked promising, but in mid-July 
it was still several weeks away, and last year's grain stocks were running 
dangerously low. Untimely hail or sustained rains could still spoil the crop 
and plunge the nation into another year of hunger and despair. Thus, in 
mid-July, at the same time when the political crisis reached its peak, anxi-, 

ety about subsistence was general. This potent combin~tion of political 
standoff and economic crisis implied a moral and practical uncertainty 
that penetrated deeply into daily life. 

THE TAKING OF THE BASTILLE 

On July n, when Louis XVI dismissed Necker and began to encircle Paris 
and Versailles with royal troops, the moment of truth seemed at hand.4 

The National Assembly continued to hold firm, but it was meeting in Ver
sailles, where the king's military might was concentrated, and could easily 
have been overpowered by royal troops had the king given the order. In 
Paris, where the population overwhelmingly supported the National As
sembly, the level of political mobilization was already unprecedentedly 
high. Newspapers and pamphlets had flooded the city over the past six 
months, political clubs had sprung up, and the debates in the National As
sembly were discussed in cafes, clubs, public squares, and wineshops all 
over the city. When the news of Necker's dismissal reached Paris, on the 

afternoon of the 12th, the population was quickly mobilized. "Patriots" 
massed in the Palais Royal (not a royal palace, but an enclosed public gar
den). There they heard Camille Desmoulins declaim, "Citizens, you know 
that the Nation had asked for Necker to be retained, and he has been 
driven out! Could you be more insolently flouted? After such an act they 
will dare anything, and they may perhaps be planning and preparing a 
Saint-Bartholomew massacre of patriots for this very night!" (Godechot 
1970, 187-88). This quotation from Desmoulins demonstrates two things 
about the agitations in Paris. First, it shows that orators were using a lan
guage of popular sovereignty and national will to talk about the crisis (the 
Nation had asked for Necker to be retained and its will had been Routed). 
Second, the invocation of a Saint-Bartholomew massacre both registers 

4. My account of the events surrounding the taking of the Bastille~is based primarily on 
Godechot (1970), which is the best single scholarly account. 
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and propagates the sense of intense insecurity that is palpable in nearly all 
accounts of these events. 

From the Palais Royal, the crowd surged through the city, closing the 
Opera and theaters, seizing a bust of Necker from a wax museum, an.d 
parading into the Tuileries and the place Louis XV (now the place de la 
Concorde). There the crowd skirmished with a detachment of German 
mercenaries but were aided by another army unit known as the French 
Guards, who had already shown strong sympathies with the Parisians and 
the National Assembly. That evening, mobs broke into gun-shops to arm 
themselves and smashed and burned the customs posts where dues were 
assessed on goods coming into the city. Early in the morning they ~acked 
the Saint-Lazare monastery in a search for stored grain. They also forced 
open the doors of several prisons where, in the words of the newspaper Les 
Revolutions de Paris, they "liberated the prisoners, except for the crimi
nals"-a gesture that seems to suggest an annulling of the king's law (Les 
Revolutions de Paris 1,July 17, 1789, 8). Largely in response to the widespread 
disorders of July 12, a group of"electors"-those who had chosen Paris's 
deputation to the Estates General under the city's relatively restricted 
franchise-met on the 13th and chose an executive committee, which ef
fectively became the municipality of the city. The new municipality's first 
act was to set up a militia, intended both as a means of defending Paris 
from royal troops and of maintaining order. It patrolled the streets effec
tively on the evening of the 13th, but the municipality was far from having 
enough guns to arm it properly. It was the quest for more arms that led to 
the Bastille. 

On the morning of the 14th, a delegation from the emergency munici
pality, followed by a crowd of demonstrators, went to the Hotel des In
valides, on the southwest edge of the city, to demand the arms that they 
knew to be kept there. The governor of the Invalides temporized, but the 
crowd soon broke in, and, meeting no significant resistance from the garri
son, seized some thirty to forty thousand muskets. It was by this means 
that the Parisians managed to arm themselves. But the newly armed pop
ular militia remained desperately short of ammunition, which was not 
stored at the Invalides, so the crowd trekked across the city to the Bastille, 
directly east of the city center, where a large quantity of powder was known 
to be kept. 

Taking the Bastille was a much more daunting operation than breaking 
into the Invalides, since the Bastille was an ancient military fortress with 
thick walls, deep moats, and drawbridges. The story of the operations by 
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which the besiegers eventually took the fortress has been told many times 
and need not be recited here.5 Suffice it to say that nearly one hundred at
tackers died in the assault, that the attackers finally succeeded because 
they were joined by a unit of the French Guards, which supplied artillery 
pieces, and because in the end the defenders, a group of semi-retired vet
erans, had no stomach for a determined resistance and let down the draw
bridge. Once inside the Bastille, the crowd freed the few prisoners kept 
there-four forgers and three madmen-and removed the barrels of gun
powder they had initially come for. The soldiers who had defended the 
fortress were led through the streets to the city hall. On the steps of the city 
hall, their commandant, the marquis de Launay, was shot, stabbed, and 
beheaded by members of the crowd, who then paraded around the city 
with his head on a pike. The crowd also killed Flesselles, an official of the 
old municipality who had temporized about arming the militia, and was 
therefore suspected of treason. His head was also severed from his body 
and paraded about on a pike. 

The effect of the occurrences of July 14 was sensational. The king's 
troops pulled back from Paris, and the king, recognizing that the troops 
could not be trusted to act against the Parisians, ordered them back to the 
frontiers, thereby giving up his effort to intimidate the National Assembly. 
The Assembly, which had seemed utterly at the king's mercy, emerged tri
umphant, thanks to the actions of the Parisian people. It was on July r6 

that the king decided that conquering Paris was impossible and that flight 
to the provinces was pointless and undignified, especially since many of 
the cities of the kingdom,had already rallied to the Assembly. Instead, he 
made a humiliating visit to Paris on the 17th, accompanied by a delegation 
from the National Assembly. There he formally assented to the establish
ment of the new Parisian municipality and the national guard. This ritual 
effectively marked the king's capitulation to Paris and the National As
sembly. The events of July 14 thus constituted a major turning point in the 
French Revolution. 

THE BASTILLE AND THE CONCEPT OF REVOLUTION 

But why was this complex of events that unfolded in Paris and Versailles 
over the week from July 12 to July 17 known, both by contemporaries and 
by subsequent historians, by the metonymic title "the taking of the 
Bastille"? And why has the capture of this fortress become synonymous 

5. Again, the best account is Godechot (1970 ). 
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with the French Revolution? The capture of the Bastille was not, in itself, 
a matter of supreme military importance; Jacques Godechot, who has 
written the best scholarly account of the attack, thinks that the earlier and 
bloodless capture of the Invalides was actually the decisive military action, 
because it established that the royal troops could not be counted on to 
resist assaults from the Parisian people (1970, 217). It is also true that 
in many respects the taking of the Bastille marked no great rupture with 
what Charles Tilly calls the "repertoire of contention" of eighteenth
century urban dwellers (Tilly 1986). Crowd violence, even pitched battles 
with the military, were hardly unheard of in old regime France. Neverthe
less, the taking of the Bastille was immediately weighted with such heavy 
symbolic significance that it soon came to be seen as the founding action 
of the French Revolution (Lusebrink and Reichard 1983, 1990 ). How did 
this seemingly inflated evaluation of the actions at the Bastille come about? 

We are by now used to the notion that revolutions are radical transfor

mations in political systems imposed by violent uprisings of the people. 
We therefore don't see the extraordinary novelty of the claim that the tak
ing of the Bastille was an act of revolution. Prior to the summer of 1789, 
the word revolution did not carry the implication of a change of political 
regime achieved by popular violence. What was going on in France in the 
spring and summer of 1789 was sometimes spoken of as a revolution, but 
in the parlance of the time this meant only a great change in the affairs of 
a state; as it was used before the Bastille, the term revolution could as well 
have been applied to the coup d'etat that Louis XVI was attempting in the 
days followingJuly II as to the Parisian uprising that took place on the 14th 
(Baker 1990 ).6 There was also a fairly extensive preexisting vocabulary to 
describe events like the assault on the Bastille and the associated disorders 
in Paris. In ordinary parlance they could have been called by any number 
of terms: uprising, emotion, revolt, riot, mutiny, insurrection, rebellion, 
or sedition (Tilly 1986; Sewell l99oa). The"uprising" or"mutiny" of July 14 
could also be designated by contemporaries as a "revolution;' but this was 
only because of its effects- the defeat of the king and the reinforcement 
of the National Assembly- not because it was a self-conscious attempt by 
the people to impose by force its sovereign will. 

Yet in the days that followed, the taking of the Bastille was construed as 

6. Baker's essay "Inventing the French Revolution" charts a wide range of transformations 
of the term revolution in the eighteenth century, and even during the weeks following the tak
ing of the Bastille, but he does not specifically consider when revolution became associated with 
an act of popular violence. 



an act of the people's sovereign will, as a legitimate uprising that dictated 
the country's political fate. This construal required a dramatic and utterly 
unforeseen articulation between two modes of activity not previously un
derstood as linked: on the one hand, political and philosophical claims 
about the sovereignty of the people, of the sort that delegates of the Third 
Estate used when they declared themselves the National Assembly; on the 
other, acts of crowd violence of the sort that the Parisian populace used to 
defend themselves and the National Assembly from the king's troops on 
July 14. In the excitement, terror, and elation that characterized the taking 
of the Bastille, orators, journalists, and the crowd itself seized on the po
litical theory of popular sovereignty to explain and to justify the popular 
violence. This act of epoch-making cultural creativity occurred in a mo
ment of ecstatic discovery: the taking of the Bastille, which had begun as 
an act of defense against the king's aggression, revealed itself in the days 
that followed as a concrete, unmediated, and sublime instance of the people 
expressing its sovereign will. What happened at the Bastille became the 
establishing act of a revolution in the modern sense. By their action at the 
Bastille, the people were understood to have risen up, destroyed tyranny, 
and established liberty. To make sense of the taking of the Bastille as a his
torical event, then, we must determine when, how, and why the happenings 
of July 14, 1789 came to be understood as a revolution in which the people 
rose up, expressed its sovereign will, and transformed the political system 
of the nation-or, to put the same thing a different way, when, how, and 
why these happenings effected a durable articulation of popular violence 
and popular sovereignty in the new category of revolution. 

THE TEMPORALITY OF THE BASTILLE: 

INVENTING REVOLUTION 

I have already remarked that events are never instantaneous happenings, 
that some period of time elapses between the initial rupture and the sub
sequent structural transformation. Making sense of the taking of the 
Bastille requires us to reconstruct the sequence of action and interpreta
tion that led from the rupture (the assault on the Bastille, which disrupted 
existing modes of power and posed a novel challenge to existing claims of 
political sovereignty) to the new articulation (the encoding of a new con
ception of revolution, which durably transformed the effective meaning of 
the sovereignty of the people). While this process began at the Bastille and 
in the surrounding streets on July 14, it was not until some days later, in the 
meeting hall of the National Assembly in Versailles, that it! can be said to 
have been definitively achieved. 
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The first steps toward articulating popular violence and popular sover
eignty were made in Paris, if not during the assault, then in actions and 
commentary immediately afterwards. Certain ritual actions in the events 
themselves seem to indicate that the crowds claimed to act on behalf of the 
nation. Thus the popular newspaper Les Revolutions de Paris reported that 
one of the first acts of the men who had captured the Bastille was to seize 
and display "the sacred flag of the fatherland, to the applause and the 
transports of an immense crowd of people"(Les Revolutions de Paris 1, July 
17, 1789, 17). The fact that they claimed the flag as their own, rather than 
desecrating it, implies that they regarded themselves, rather than the de
feated royal troops, as the legitimate armed force of the nation. The dis
play on pikes of the severed heads of de Launay and Flesselles, wnkh 
seems to mimic the rituals of state exections (Foucault 1977 ), could be1f~ad 
as implying an assertion of sovereignty. The language employed in con
temporary accounts of the events of July 14 also tended to cast the popu
lar violence as an act of the sovereign people. Les Revolutions de Paris used 
the highly charged term "citizens" to designate the attackers, spoke of the 
hastily improvised urban militia as "soldiers of the nation;' and character
ized the events as a rising of liberty against despotism.7 All this implies 
that the Parisians drew upon the notion of popular sovereignty to assert 
the legitimacy of the taking of the Bastille. 

But simply identifying the attack on the Bastille as an expression of the 
will of the people did not amount to inventing the modern concept of 
revolution. A revolution is not just a forceful act that expresses the will of 
the people, but such an act that puts into place a new political regime. Only 
when it became clear that the taking of the Bastille had forced the king 
to yield effective power to the National Assembly could the acts of the 
Parisian people be viewed as a revolution in this new sense. The epoch
making cultural change-the invention of a new and enduring political cat
egory- could therefore only take place in tandem with practical changes in 
institutional and military power relations. It was in the National Assembly 
that the new concept of revolution was definitively and authoritatively ar
ticulated. As the members of the National Assembly came to realize that 
the people of Paris had assured them a great victory, they not only began to 
echo the Parisians' view that the uprising was a blow for liberty against des
potism and that it expressed the legitimate wishes of the people, but began 

7. The term 'citoyen" is used frequently throughout the account. The line about"the soldiers 
of the fatherland" occurs on 7. The language of liberty and despotism occurs prominently on 
18-19. 
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to cast it as a decisive act of popular sovereignty that rightfully determined 
the fate of the nation. It took several days of political maneuvering and par, 
liamentary debates for this to happen. 

In pre,Bastille political discourse, even the"patriots" regarded popular 
violence as irrational, blind, and contagious, as a kind of natural disaster 
virtually impossible to control except by repression. This made it funda, 
mentally incompatible with the sovereign will of the nation, which was re, 
garded as rational, majestic, and generous. When the National Assembly 
learned of the taking of the Bastille on the evening of the 14th, the deputies 
did not rejoice that the people had risen up and struck a great blow against 
the royal forces. According to the minutes of the Assembly, the taking of 
the Bastille was initially regarded as "disastrous news" which "produced 
in the Assembly the most mournful impression. All discussion ceased" 
(Reimpression de l'Ancien Moniteur, 158). On the following morning the As, 
sembly talked about what had happened, but its members remained anx, 
ious and pessimistic about the probable effects. The marquis de Sillery in, 
traduced a motion containing the conventional wisdom: "The massacres 
that took place yesterday, the Bastille besieged and taken, the bloody exe, 
cutions which resulted, have carried the people to an excess of fury that is 
very difficult to stop:' He went on to charge that the violence had been 
purposely provoked by the pernicious ministers now in charge of the gov, 
ernment so as to convince the king of the need for further armed repres, 
sion. He, and the Assembly as a whole, worried that the events of July 14 
would strengthen the king's hand and undermine the position of the As, 

sembly (155). 
It soon became clear~ however, that the taking of the Bastille had pre, 

cisely the opposite effect. By the 16th, the king had ordered the troops 
away from the capital, dismissed his ministry, and recalled Necker. This 
unexpected turn doubtless made the Assembly less inclined to bewail the 
violence and disorder of the Parisian people. Meanwhile, a delegation from 
the Assembly went to Paris on the afternoon of the 15th and found that far 
from seething with violent hatred, the capital was bathed in the glow of a 
joyous and generous patriotism. Mounier, who reported on this visit on 
the morning of the 16th, described in rapturous tone the delegation's re, 
ception in Paris. The Parisians"attempted, by all the most vivid signs of af, 
fection, to express the sentiments weighing upon them. It was a great joy 
for them to shake hands with a member of the National Assembly .... Cit, 

izens congratulated and embraced one another. All eyes were wet with 
tears; intoxicated sentiment was everywhere" (163). In this same speech, 
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Mounier began to rethink the violence of the r4th."Regrets are surely due 
for all the troubles that the capital has suffered. May she never again see 
those terrible moments when the law has lost its empire; but may she 
never again feel the yoke of despotism! She is worthy of liberty; she has 
earned it by her courage and energy" ( 164). Rather than "massacres;' and 
"bloody executions" which "have carried the people to an excess of fury 
that is very difficult to stop;' Mounier spoke of the violence euphemisti .. 
cally as "the troubles that the capital has suffered" and "those terrible mo .. 
ments when the law has lost its empire:' Indeed, he hailed it, again eu .. 
phemistically, as the "courage and energy" that have made Paris "worthy of 
liberty:' 

Nor, in Mounier's rendering, does the just and courageous violence of 
the Parisians presage continuing disorder. "These troubles shall cease; the 
Constitution will be established; it will console us, it will console the Pari .. 
sians for all their previous misfortunes:' Indeed, the taking of the Bastille, 
however tragic, must be a source of pride for true patriots: 

Among the people's acts of despair, even while weeping for the death of sev
eral citizens, it will perhaps be difficult to resist a sentiment of satisfaction 
upon seeing the destruction of the Bastille. There, on the ruins of that hor
rible prison, there will soon be erected, according to the wishes of the citi
zens of Paris, the statue of a good king, the restorer of the liberty and the 
happiness of France. (164) 

The taking of the Bastille, Mounier wishfully implies, will establish a new 
era of liberty and happiness, presided over by a good king and a new con .. 
stitution. Thus, as early as July r6, the taking of the Bastille was spoken of 
in the National Assembly not only as a justified response of the people to 
despotic oppression, but as a crucial step toward a new political order. In 
Mounier's speech we begin to discern not just a new attitude toward the 
popular violence of July 14, but a sanctioning of the Parisian uprising as a 
legitimate revolt of liberty against despotism. 

Over the course of July r6 and 17, it became ever clearer that the taking 
of the Bastille was immensely strengthening the position of the National 
Assembly. These developments must have persuaded many members of 
the Assembly to concur in Mounier's somewhat ambivalent approval of 
the popular violence of the 14th. Later on the r6th, shortly after Meunier 
finished his speech, a sizeable group of deputies of the nobility who had 
thus far abstained from debates and votes in the Assembly announced that 
they would henceforth participate fully (r66). The victory of the Parisians 



and the king's decision to send away the troops thus had the effect of per
suading the last holdouts for deliberation by order to abandon their pas
sive resistance and cast their lot with the Assembly. That afternoon came 
the clinching news: the king had agreed to dismiss his ministry, recall 
Necker, and visit Paris on the following day to demonstrate his acceptance 
of the new municipality and civic militia. The kings trip to Paris on the 
17th was generally interpreted as a ritual of capitulation. Bailly, the new 
mayor chosen by the Paris municipality and accepted by the National As
sembly and the king, greeted the monarch at the Versailles gate with words 
that indicated as much:"Sire, I bring to your majesty the keys of your good 
city of Paris; these are the same ones that were presented to Henry IV. 
He had reconquered his Pl1ople; here it is the people who have reconquered 
their king" (173). The king was then received in a joyous ceremony, the high 
point of which came when the monarch appeared on the balcony of the city 
hall and placed on his hat the blue, white, and red rosette that had been 
adopted as the special badge of the Parisian patriots. 

By the morning of July r8, the astonishing results of the taking of the 
Bastille were clear. The troops had been sent back to their barracks in the 
provinces, Necker had been recalled, the king had essentially capitulated 
to both Paris and the National Assembly, Paris had a redoubtable urban 
militia and a new vigorously patriot municipality, and the last of the nobles 
had ended their boycott and joined in the work the Assembly. Meanwhile, 
addresses supporting the Assembly came pouring in from the provinces, 
indicating that its new political supremacy was national, not merely 
Parisian. The barriers that had kept the National Assembly from its self
appointed task of providing France with a new constitution were suddenly 
swept away. The Parisian uprising had resulted in a triumph of astound
ing proportions for the National Assembly, which henceforth became the 
chief arbiter of the nations fate. 

These developments did not lead the Assembly to undertake an imme
diate revaluation of the violent actions of July 14. It was not until July 20 

that the Assembly spelled out further a conception of the taking of the 
Bastille as a legitimate popular revolution. The Assembly was driven to 
this elaboration not by sheer gratitude, but by a practical need to distin
guish the just violence of the sovereign people from the unacceptable 
violence of the dangerous mob. On July 17, the mayor of the nearby town 
of Poissy asked the Assembly to help it put down disorders there and in 
the neighboring town of Saint-Germain-en-Laye, where what he termed 
"a troop of brigands" had killed a miller accused of hoarding grain. The fol
lowing day, upon learning that another man had been seized by this mob 



and that his life was in danger, the Assembly sent a deputation of twelve 
members to save him (174). On the 20th, the deputation related the bar.
rowing tale of how they had braved the howling mob and barely managed 
to rescue the unfortunate man from hanging (175-76). 

This incident inspired the conservative deputy Lally.-Tolendal to rise 
later that day and introduce a motion condemning political violence ( 181 ). 

Lally's proposal raised an immediate storm of protest from legislators who 
saw it as a thinly veiled attack on the actions of the Parisians at the Bastille; 
their collective outrage succeeded in getting Lally's motion tabled. In their 
arguments, they spelled out more explicitly than Mounier had done the 
thesis that taking the Bastille had been a legitimate action. Robespierre 
complained that Lally's motion "presents a disposition against those who 
have defended liberty. But is there anything more legitimate than to rise up 
against a horrible conspiracy formed to destroy the nation?" (181-Szl· De 
Blesau, an obscure deputy from Brittany, warned against"confusing popu
lar riots with legitimate and necessary revolutions, by placing ••• side by 
side seditious men armed for licence and citizens armed for liberty" (182). 
Buzot joined in next, claiming that Lally's motion 

proposes to declare as bad citizens and rebels all armed men indiscrimi

nately. Must we then forget the generous courage of the Parisians who, by 
taking arms, have procured our liberty, have expelled the ministers, have 

quieted intrigue, have directed the steps of the king into the Assembly? ••• 

But this is not all; who will tell us that despotism could not be reborn 

among us? And who will be the guarantor of its complete destruction? If 
one day it draws together its forces to strike us down, what citizens will arm 

themselves in time to save the fatherland? (183) 

Buzot's remarks are particularly significant. It was, Buzot emphasized, the 
Parisians' violent action that effected all the salutary changes of the past 
few days: it was the people of Paris who procured the liberty of the As
sembly, expelled the perfidious ministers, quieted intrigue, and forced the 
king to submit to the Assembly. Moreover, Buzot implies that comparable 
action might be necessary in the future to save the fatherland from its en
emies. This suggests that, for Buzot, the popular violence that occurred at 
the Bastille had become not only a legitimate occurrence but an example 
of a category of legitimate occurrences-of necessary violent actions un
dertaken by the people to crush despotism a:nd establish liberty. It was in 
this debate on July 20, in short, that the members of the Assembly explic
itly stated the notion of a revolution as a legitimate rising of the sovereign 
people that transformed the political system of the nation. 
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In the debate of July 20, the patriots had to defend the victors of the 
Bastille against the insinuation that they were no better than food rioters. 
They did this by defining the taking of the Bastille as a legitimate revolu
tion, arguing that the intervention of the armed people against despotism 
was justified. Three days later, on July 23, the Assembly reiterated this defi
nition, but now in order to limit more carefully the circumstances in which 
popular intervention was warranted. This was done in response to a new 
act of "popular justice" in the capital- one that was disturbingly similar to 
an action of July 14. On July 23, Bertier, the former intendant of Paris, who 
was widely blamed for food shortages, and his father-in-law Foullon, who 
was identified with the minister who had replaced Necker, were arrested 
in the suburbs of Paris and brought to the city hall. There an enraged 
crowd seized them and treated them much as they had de Launay and 
Flesselles on July 14: the crowd killed them and paraded their severed 
heads and Bertier's heart on pikes. This mimetic act of popular violence 
alarmed the Assembly. But rather than condemning political violence in 
general, members of the Assembly attempted to distinguish the justified 
violence of July 14 from the unjustified violence of July 23. 

The speeches justifying the taking of the Bastille on July 16 and 20 were 
abstract in character, referring only to the energy and courage of the Pari
sians, who took arms or rose up against despotism. The executions of de 
Launay and Flesselles-clearly the most troubling of the actions taken by 
the Parisians on the 14th-were passed over in silence. But now that the 
events of July 14 had been sanctified as a "necessary and legitimate revo
lution;' deputies who wished to condemn the murders of Bertier and 
Foullon actually felt constrained to justify the murders of the 14th. Gouy 
d' Arey proclaimed: 

The first blows struck by the people are due to the effervescence necessar
ily inspired by the annihilation of despotism and the birth of liberty. It was 
scarcely possible that a people which had just broken the yoke under which 
it had groaned for so long would not immolate to its fury its first vic
tims •••• The governor of a fort taken by assault, of a fort which was the 
abyss ofliberty, could hardly have any other fate; fallen into the hands of the 

defenders of liberty, of a numerous people which he had wished to sacrifice 
to despotism, he got what he deserved. (192) 

But at a moment when the Parisian people's own generous actions had 
brought peace and harmony to the state, "nothing can justify the fury that 
has just been expressed against two individuals:' Such "bloody and revolt-
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' 
ing scenes" must cease; otherwise"the people could get accustomed td'these 
bloody spectacles and make a game of spilling blood. Barbarity could be
come a habit" (192). Thus the denunciation of the murders ofJuly 23 was ac
complished by justifying those of July 14. Even the conservative Malouet 
denounced the current atrocities by praising the violence of July 14: 

Resistance to oppression is legitimate and honors a nation; licence debases 

it. A national insurrection against despotism has a character superior to the 

power of the laws, without profaning their dignity. But even when a great 

interest has effected a great uprising, the slightest pretext suffices to re

awaken the anxieties of the people and lead it to excesses •••• It is such mis

fortunes that must now be prevented. (197) 

By July 23, the Assembly had so thoroughly accepted the notion that the 
taking of the Bastille had been a legitimate revolution that even a conser
vative deputy who wished above all to bring an end to popular violence 
spoke of the actions of July 14 as "a national insurrection against despot
ism;' and asserted that such an insurrection"has a character superior to the 

power of the laws:' It seems fair to say that by July 23, the place of the 
Bastille had been firmly established in French political culture. From then 
on the capture of the fortress was enshrined as the de.fining event of a revo .. 

lution in the modern sense-a rising of the sovereign people whose justi-
fied violence imposed a new political system on the nation. , 

But if the meaning of the taking of the Bastille was thenceforth rela
tively fixed, the precise boundaries of the new concept of revolution re
mained very much in dispute-indeed, they have remained so up to the 
present. The elaboration of the new concept of revolution and its defini ... 
tive identification with the taking of Bastille occurred when the National 
Assembly was forced to delimit ever more strictly what forms of political 
violence might be deemed legitimate. Once an act of popular violence was 
recognized as the very foundation of political legitimacy, it became imper
ative to distinguish that one transcendent founding moment from other 
violent actions that might on the surface seem comparable; otherwise, the 
state would be forever vulnerable to the whim of any crowd that claimed 
to act on behalf of the people. But at the same time, as Buzot pointed out 
in his speech of July 20, future acts of legitimate revolution could not be 
ruled out altogether. No one could guarantee that despotism might not be 
reborn, and should it return another revolution might be necessary. The 
problem of bringing the revolution to a close was thus posed at the very 
moment of its birth. Within the semantic and political field created by the 
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concept of revolution, the boundary between legitimate and illegitimate 
popular violence, between revolution and rebellion, could never be defini
tively etched. 8 

The event of the taking of the Bastille therefore had powerful lingering 
effects-indeed, many of its effects linger still. Yet one can say that the du
ration of the event, defined as the time that lapsed between the rupture 
and the rearticulation, was some twelve days, from July 12 to July 23. The 
great rupture occurred in the dramatic action of July 14. Over the next few 
days, from the 14th to the 17th, the effects on the political conjuncture 
gradually became clear-the withdrawal of the troops from the Paris area, 
the recall of Necker, the effective capitulation of the king, the official es
tablishment of the new Parisian municipality and militia, and the rise to 
supremacy of the National Assembly. The seemingly miraculous victory 
of the National Assembly caused its orators to reassess their initial opin
ion that the taking of the Bastille was a lamentable disorder and to accept 
the Parisians' own characterization of it as an act of legitimate resistance 
against despotism and a valid expression of the nation's will. They did so 
somewhat tentatively on July 16, but more firmly on July 20 and 23. By the 
20th, the evolution of the balance of political forces had not only made it 

unthinkable for the Assembly's majority to criticize the violence of July 14, 
but made it imperative for them to embrace the violence as a foundation of 
their own authority. It was by this process that the modern concept of rev
olution definitively entered French political culture, effecting a hitherto 
undreamed of but henceforth enduring articulation of popular violence to 
popular sovereignty. 

THE BASTILLE AND THE THEORY OF HISTORICAL EVENTS 

Over the past several pages, my account of the taking of the Bastille has 
been primarily narrative in form. Careful reconstruction of narrative is, I 
submit, an intellectual necessity in any serious analysis of events. But it is 
also necessary to tack back and forth between narration and theoretical 
reflection. Let me therefore elaborate some theoretical implications of this 
account. 

HISTORICAL EVENTS REARTICULATE STRUCTURES. In this chapter 
I am attempting to conceptualize historical events in a particular way: as 

8. Colin Lucas (1988, 1991) has written with great penetration about the revolutionary co

nundrum of distinguishing legitimate from illegitimate violence. 
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dislocations and transformative rearticulations of structures. As I see it, 
the taking of the Bastille could only become the founding act of the French 
Revolution-and of the modern concept of revolution in general-be
cause it took place at a time when political structures were massively dis
located. The National Assembly had declared the people's will to be sover
eign, but because it was engaged in an inconclusive struggle with the king, 
it had not yet definitively established its own claim to represent that will. 
It was because sovereignty was up for grabs that the taking of the Bastille 
could be interpreted as a direct and sublime expression of the nation's 
will-that an act of popular violence could be articulated directly with 
sovereignty to form the new political category of revolution. 

HISTORICAL EVENTS ARE CULTURAL TRANSFORMATIONS. The 
novel articulation that makes this happening a momentous event in world 
history is an act of signification. Terms-for example "Bastille" and "r~vo
lution;' but also "people;' "liberty;' "despotism;' and so on-took oil' au
thoritative new meanings that, taken together, reshaped the political 
world. This implies that events are, literally, significant: they signify some
thing new and surprising. They introduce new conceptions of what really 
exists (the violent crowd as the people's will in action), of what is good (the 
people in ecstatic union), and of what is possible (revolution, a new kind 
of regeneration of the state and the nation). The most profound conse
quence of the taking of the Bastille was, then, a reconstruction of the very 
categories of French political culture and political action. 

This implies that symbolic interpretation is part and parcel of the his
torical event. It would be artificial and misleading to conceptualize the as
sault on the Bastille as a brute physical occurrence that, once complete, 
was mulled over and interpreted. Those who risked (and in some cases 
lost) their lives to take the fortress did so because they regarded it as an in
tolerable barrier to their political hopes; their action was already symbol
ically motivated. And as soon as the fortress had fallen, its captors began 
to interpret their victory as a blow struck against despotism by the people. 
Throughout the extraordinary flow of actions, from the first skirmishes 
on the evening of the 12th to the slaughter of Bertier and Foullon and its 
condemnation by the Assembly on the 23rd, interpretation of what was 
happening was a crucial ingredient of what happened, of the sheer factu
ality of the event. 

However, to say that the event of the taking of the Bastille was a cultural 
transformation and that it arose from interpretive or symbolic action is not 
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to deny that what happened on July I4 also had crucial military and politi
cal consequences. Indeed, had these actions not led to the withdrawal of 
troops from the Paris region and a victory of the National Assembly over 
the king, the collective euphoria experienced at the taking of the Bastille 
would not have resulted in the birth of the concept of revolution-even 
had those who assaulted the Bastille self-consciously regarded themselves 
as embodying the will of the nation. The cultural transformation effected 
by this event-as is true of cultural transformations in general-was both 
stimulated and locked into place by simultaneous shifts both in resources 
(e.g., the transfer of control of all those guns and ammunition from the 
royal forces to the Paris militia) and in modes of power (e.g., the formation 
of the new Paris militia, which made for a new means of resisting the king, 
and of a new Parisian municipality, which stood in a novel relation to the 
city's population). 

HISTORICAL EVENTS ARE SHAPED BY PARTICULAR CONDITIONS. 

The taking of an urban fortress does not automatically lead to the inven
tion of the new concept of revolution. It had this result in the summer of 
I789 only because of conditions peculiar to the circumstance- and not 
only the large and general conditions I have discussed above under the 
rubric of structural dislocations. There were also very local or particular 
conditions that made possible the outcome that occurred. Marshall 
Sahlins uses the term "structure of the conjuncture" to refer to the partic
ular meanings, accidents, and causal forces that shape events-the small 
but locally determining conditions whose interaction in a particular time 
and place may seal the fates of whole societies (Sahlins I98I). Three par
ticular conditions that obtained in Paris in July I789 did much to make 
the taking of the Bastille into a world-shaping event. 

I. First, we can specify a semantic condition that made the new articu
lation of popular violence and popular sovereignty possible: the long
standing ambiguity of the term le peuple-the people. On the one hand, le 
peuple could mean the entire French population. It was the people in this 
highly generalized and somewhat mystical sense that was designated as 
sovereign in the political theory adopted by the National Assembly. On the 
other hand, le peuple could mean the ordinary people, commoners as op
posed to nobles and clergy, or the poor and vulgar as opposed to the cul
tured and wealthy. It was, of course, the people in this latter sense who were 
thought to be capable of acts of crowd violence. The semantic slippage 
between the two meanings of" the people" made possible an equation of the 
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people who rose up and took the Bastille (sense two) and the sovereign 
people choosing the form of government that suited it best (sense one); 

2. A second specific condition for the equation of crowd violence at the 
Bastille with the exercise of the people's will concerns the preexisting 
meanings of the fortress, which was already a symbol of political injustice. 
Since the early eighteenth century, publicists and journalists had cast the 
Bastille as a sinister prison of despotism, where the regime secretly locked 
up innocent victims and patriotic martyrs (Lusebrink and Reichardt 1983, 

1990 ). Although the attack of July 14 was in fact launched by militiamen 
with the eminently practical goal of getting ammunition for their muskets, 
the Bastille's sinister aura meant that the attack could easily be cast as an 
assault on despotism itself. 

This equation of the Bastille and despotism is clear in the earliest ac
counts of the occurrences of July 14. Thus, Les Revolutions de Paris inter
rupts its story of the attack to paint a portrait of the Bastille as a prison of 
despotism. "The cells were opened; innocent men were given their liberty, 
venerable old men astonished to see the light once again:' At this point a 

footnote adds: 

One respectable old man had been shut up for thirty years. It is useless to 

relate what an immense quantity of pamphlets, what a quantity of books, 
of registers of imprisonment, of materials for history were found in the 

Bastille; in brief, among the multiplicity of arms, of flags, it is said that there 

were also found machines of death unknown to man. 

The main text then sums up:"Liberty, august and sainted, has finally been 
introduced for the first time into this place of horrors, this fearful abode of 
despotism, of monsters, of crime" (18). This account draws heavily from 
the conventional black legend of the Bastille as a place where innocent men 
were sealed off from light for decades, where pamphlets and books critical 
of the regime were seized and stored, where horrible cruelties were se
cretly visited on prisoners by means of"machines of death unkno;Wn to 
man:' Les Revolutions de Paris again invokes the legend of the Bastille on the 
following page: 

This astonishing fortress, built under Charles Vin 13691 and finished in 

1383, which that terrifying colossus Louis XIV and Turenne judged im

pregnable, has thus been taken by assault in four hours, by an undisciplined 

and leaderless militia, by inexperienced townsmen, supported, to be sure, 

by a few soldiers of the nation; finally, by a handful of free men. Oh sainted 

liberty! What is then thy power? ( 19-20) 
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If the people were going to rise up against despotism and establish lib, 
erty, it is hard to think of a better place to have done this than the Bastille. 
The Invalides, which was also invaded earlier that day, and whose capture 
was probably of greater military significance, lacked the Bastille's bad repu, 
tation. As a consequence, its capture was hardly heard of in the myth of 
July I4. No one said "at the Invalides the people rose up and captured lib, 
erty:' But a similar phrase became a litany about the Bastille. 

3. One local condition is rather more generalizable: the assault on the 
Bastille, unlike that on the Invalides, was a theater of heroism, treachery, 
and bloodshed. The object was an impregnable fortress, whose comman, 
dant was thought to have lured the attackers into an outer courtyard in or, 
der to gun them down more efficiently. The operation lasted several hours, 
it afforded many opportunities for signal bravery under fire, and it brought 
death to a nearly one hundred assailants and serious wounds to a few score 
more. It is absolutely crucial to'tecognize the emotional significance of the 
bloodshed if we are to understand the unfolding of the event over the fol, 
lowing hours and days. The deaths of the assailants made them under, 
standable as martyrs of liberty; the spilling of their blood became a trans, 
formative sacrifice, an act of sacred founding violence of the sort analyzed 
by Rene Girard in Violence and the Sacred (I977).And the deaths of the mar, 
tyrs was avenged and doubled by the ritual slaughter of de Launay and 
Flesselles. The people itself, so the symbolism went, convicted these two 
men of treason to the nation. Here the ghastly detail that their severed 
heads were displayed on pikes is significant. As readers of Foucault (I977, 
chap. 2) will recognize, this act mimicked royal rituals of public execution, 
which often involved the display of body parts; the sovereign people, in a 
fashion strikingly similar to the king as sovereign, wreaked public and vis, 
ible vengeance on the body of those who dared to defy its law. 

These local conditions, then, constituted the structure of the conjunc, 
ture of the taking of the Bastille. The semantic ambiguity of the term 
"people;' the preexisting political meanings of the Bastille, and the dra, 
made and bloody character of the action itself made it possible for the 
myth of the Bastille as a revolution of the sovereign people to become the 
political truth of the incidents of July I4, I789. 

HISTORICAL EVENTS ARE CHARACTERIZED BY HEIGHTENED 

EM o Tr o N. Most social scientists avoid emotion like the plague. They 
seem to fear that if they take emotion seriously as an object of study, they 
will be tainted by the irrationality, volatility, subjectivity, and ineffability 
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that we associate with the term-that their own lucidity and scientific 
objectivity will be brought into question. But if, as I would maintain, 
high-pitched emotional excitement is a constitutive !ngredient of many 
transformative actions, then we cannot afford to maintain this protective 
scientific distance. The transformations that occurred as a consequence 
of the taking of the Bastille are certainly impossible to explain without 
considering the emotional tone of the event. 

To begin with, the emotional tone of action can be an important sign of 
structural dislocation and rearticulation. The more or less extended dislo
cation of structures that characterizes the temporality of the event is pro
foundly unsettling. It was in part the unresolved dislocations of the spring 
and summer of 1789 that rendered the Parisians so wrought up by the 
middle of July; the emotion was then raised to a fever pitch when the king's 
attempted coup against the Assembly threatened to dash all hopes of re
form. The widespread incidents of violence in Paris on the 12th and 13th bear 
witness to the tension and fear that motivated people to acts of both hero
ism and butchery on the 14th. And the resolution of structural disloca
tion-whether by restoring the ruptured articulation or by forging new 
ones-results in powerful emotional release that consolidates the rearticu
lation. We have already noted the rapturous reception of the delegation of 
the National Assembly in Paris on July 15, with its clamorous cheering and 
spontaneous weeping. It was the delegates' experience of this rapture that 
first induced them to revalue the events of the 14th as a legitimate revolution. 

Emotion not only is an important sign of dislocations and rearticula
tions, but also shapes the very course of events. This is especially true in 
moments like the afternoon of July 14, when a large number of people in
teracted intensively in a restricted space, experiencing the kind of conta
gious emotional excitement that Emile Durkheim called "collective ef
fervescence:' Collective effervescence lifts people out of their ordinary 
inhibitions and limitations. As Durkheim puts it, "in the midst of an as
sembly animated by a common passion, we become susceptible of acts and 
sentiments of which we are incapable when reduced to our own forces" 

((1912] 1965, 240). 
The powerful emotions introduced by collective effervescence make 

events markedly unstable.Joy and rage blend into one another, making pos
sible acts of either generosity or savagery. The descriptions in Les Revolu
tions de Paris of the victorious procession from the Bastille to the city hall 
capture beautifully this supreme and dangerous exaltation. When the vic
tors came forth from the fortress, escorting their captives, 
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they formed a column and ,exited in the midst of an enormous crowd. Ap

plause, an excess of joy, insults, imprecations hurled at the perfidious pris

oners of war, all were mixed together; cries of vengeance and of pleasure 

leapt forth from every heart. The victors, glorious and covered with honor, 

carrying the arms and the corpses of the vanquished; the flags of victory; the 
militia mixed in with the soldiers of the fatherland; the laurels offered to 

them from all sides; everything offered a terrible and superb spectacle. (19) 

This was the prelude to the slaughter of de Launay. When the column ar
rived at city hall, 

the people, impatient to avenge itself, would permit neither de Launay nor 

the other officers to mount to the tribunal of the city. They were torn from 

the hands of their victors, trampled under foot one after the other. De Lau

nay was pierced by a thousand blows, his head was severed, and it was 

placed on the end of a lance with the blood running down on all sides. (19) 

This slaughter did not seem to slake the crowd's thirst; the scene of tri
umph threatened to degenerate into an orgy of bloodshed. When the rest 
of the soldiers who had defended the Bastille arrived, "the people called 
for their execution" as well. But then the mood of the crowd suddenly 

shifted to generosity. The French Guards, who had been escorting these 
prisoners, "asked for their grace, and upon this request all voices were 

united and the pardon was unanimous'' (I9 ). The volatility that character
izes events in general can sometimes result, as this example implies, from 
inherently unpredictable shifts in emotions. And its effects on the future 
can be extremely important: had the killing of de Launay led to a general

ized slaughter of the soldiers who had defended the Bastille, the National 
Assembly might never have embraced the Parisians' actions as a sublime 
expression of the people's will and the modern category of revolution 

might never have come into being. Tracking down the causes and charac
ter of structural transformations in political events may require us to be 
particularly sensitive to the emotional tone of action. 

HISTORICAL EVENTS ARE ACTS OF COLLECTIVE CREATIVITY. Dis
location of structures, I have tried to suggest, produces in actors a deep 
sense of insecurity, a real uncertainty about how to get on with life. I think 

that this uncertainty is a necessary condition for the kind of collective cre
ativity that characterizes so many great historical events. In times of struc
tural dislocation, ordinary routines of social life are open to doubt, the 
sanctions of existing power relations are uncertain or suspended, and new 
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possibilities are thinkable. In ordinary times, cultural schemas, arrays of 
resources, and modes of power are bound into self-reproducing streams of 

structured social action. But in times of dislocation, like the sprin~.~nd 
... ; ~ 

summer of I789, resources are up for grabs, cultural logics are elaborated 
more freely and applied to new circumstances, and modes of power are ex
tended to unforeseen social fields. In I789, new arguments were tried out, 
new forms of organization were invented, and new ideas circulated in both 

old and new media and institutions-newspapers, pamphlets, political 
clubs, wine-shops, public meetings, caucuses, National Assembly debates, 
and street-corner conversations. Even in moments like this, which com

bined extraordinary freedom with an unusual sense of practical urgency, 
creativity was still shaped and constrained by the structurally available 
forms of thought and practice. But within these limits, the clamorous and 
multi-sited public sphere that emerged in France in I789 was a site of 
remarkable collective creativity. 

If the extended structural dislocations of I789 led to widespread exper
imentation, the rearticulation of structures was accomplished above all at 

very particular places and times-at the Bastille and the city hall on July 
I4, in the reception ceremonies for the delegation from the National As

sembly and for the king on July I5 and July I7, and in the meeting hall of the 
National Assembly on July I6, 20, and 23. These were moments when the 
pressure of rapidly unfolding actions and the massing of bodies in space 
led to emotionally charged cultural improvisations that determined the 
shape of future history. These improvisations were genuinely collective. 

For example, the notion that the people itself rose up and conquered des
potism at the Bastille was not the invention of one particular orator or 
journalist but a revelation arrived at by a collectivity of actors in the heat 
of the moment. The itinerary and gestures of the reception ceremonies of 

July I5 and I7 were made up on the spot. And the speeches that authorita
tively established the events of July I4 as a legitimate revolution were not 
written out the night before, but were improvised by a succession of speak

ers in the heat of debate-on July 20 in a feverish effort to rebut ~-~Hy's 
blanket censure of political violence, and on July 23 in response to the 
shocking news of the murders of Bertier and Foullon. 

HISTORICAL EVENTS ARE PUNCTUATED BY RITUAL. We usually 
think of rituals as formalized ceremonies whose gestures and procedures 

are prescribed in advance and repeated formulaically on many occasions. 
Events, in sharp contrast, are unique and unpredictable sequences of hap-
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penings that must, by definition, be improvised on the spot. It follows that 
rituals and events ought to be antithetical categories. Yet in the cluster of 
occurrences known by the metonymic title "the taking of the Bastille;' 
some of the most important episodes had distinctly ritual qualities. Four 
crucial episodes were especially ritualized in form; first, the procession of 
the victors of the Bastille from the fortress to the city hall; second, the 
murder of de Launay and Flesselles; third, the visit of the delegation of the 
National Assembly to Paris on July 15; and fourth, the reception of the king 
in Paris on July 17. It will be recognized that these four episodes played a 
crucial role in transforming the assault on the Bastille into a revolution of 
the sovereign people. What did their ritual character have to do with their 
significance in the invention of the French Revolution? And, more gener
ally, how do we account for the intrusion of the supposedly static category 
of ritual into the quintessentially dynamic category of the event? 

One might, of course, ask in what sense the episodes I have identified 
had a ritual character. Students of ritual disagree about precisely how rit
ual should be defined; among the characteristics that have been proposed 
to mark off ritual from other types of social action are the formalization 
and repetition of gesture, the theatrical character of the action, the invo
cation of supernatural forces, the demarcation through gesture of sacred 
from profane persons, places, and activities, and the delineation of partic
ular stages in "the ritual process" (see, e.g., Leach 1968; Turner 1969 ). My 
own usage follows that of Catherine Bell, who argues that there can be no 
general list of characteristics that universally distinguish ritual from non
ritual action. Ritual, in her usage, is a mode of acting "that sets itself off 
from other ways of acting" in such a way that it"aligns one ... to the ulti
mate sources of power" (Bell 1992, 140-41). What is ritualistic about the 
episodes I cite above is ( l) that the actions constituting them are marked 
off as ritual by the actors and ( 2) that they align everyone present with the 
newly posited ultimate source of power: the people-as-nation. In these 
episodes, to quote Bell,"the strategic production of expedient schemes ... 
structure[s] an environment in such a way that the environment appears 
to be the source of the schemes and their values" (140 ). Let me be more 
specific. 

Once the Bastille had been captured, the elated victors celebrated their 
feat by spontaneously forming a triumphal procession. They marched 
through the streets to the city hall displaying trophies of their victory
captured weapons, freed prisoners, flags, and the defeated soldiers- to the 
assembled public. The triumphal procession was a preexisting military rite, 
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but one that previously had displayed the armed might of the king's 
army- an army that was celebrating the defeat of foreign enemies but that 
was always also a means of intimidating the king's subjects. In this case, 
however, an existing ritual form was adapted to a very different situation: 
the armed men had defeated the king's soldiers and in the procession they 
displayed themselves as members of the people/ nation through whose 
midst they were marching and whose accolades they accepted. They strate .. 
gically produced an expedient scheme (the triumphal procession), thereby 
structuring the environment (the streets mobbed with ordinary citizens) in 
such a way that it (the assembled people, both marching and looking on) 
appeared to be the source of the schemes and their values (it was the people 
whose sovereign power made the triumph and celebration possible). This 
procession stated in highly dramatic and emotionally powerful terms the 
identity between the people and the armed force that had taken the Bastille. 

In an analogous but more terrifying way, the killing of de Launay and 
Flesselles was ritualized by parading their severed heads on pikes around 
the thronged plaza in front of the city hall. By mimicking the old regime 
magistrates' display of body parts of executed criminals, the slaughtfr was 
solemnized and identified as an act of the sovereign-but now of the sov .. 
ereign people. The cries of approval that arose from the crowd in the plaza 
dramatically and publicly identified the people with this act of vengeance 
and justice. The remaining ritualized episodes also used preexisting ritual 
gestures to establish the sovereignty of the people/nation. The rapturous 
reception of the National Assembly delegation on the 15th and of the king 
on the 17th both adapted the form of the royal entry. In royal entries, the 
king or a prince of the blood would be greeted at the city gate and escorted 
through a cheering throng by urban officials and dignitaries of the city's 
various guilds and corporate bodies, who would march in a carefully ar .. 
rayed hierarchy. But once again the spontaneously invented rituals of July 
1789 departed from precedent by symbolically establishing the thronged 
people as the sovereign from whom power arose. On July 15, the crowds 
established their ecstatic unity with their representatives-so effectively 
that Mounier returned to Versailles and praised the Parisian uprising as a 
legitimate revolt of liberty against despotism. And on the 17th, Bailly en .. 
gaged in a consummate act of symbolic reversal, greeting the king at the 
gate of the city according to the traditional protocol, but explicitly remind .. 
ing him that it was the people who had conquered their king, not vice .. 
versa. The high point of this particular ritual arrived only when, having ar .. 
rived at the city hall, a site by now indelibly associated with the uprising, 



the king stepped onto the balcony and publicly placed the insurrection, 
aries' tricolor rosette on his hat. All of these ritualized episodes placed the 

various participants in align.~ent to the new ultimate source of power

whether as members of the sovereign people, as its soldiers, its represen, 
tatives, or the objects of its wrath. The rituals, I would argue, made pal
pable the notion that the people/ nation was indeed sovereign, and that 

its will was the ultimate arbiter of the affairs of the nation. These largely 

spontaneous ritualized actions had the effect of concretely articulating the 
previously far more abstract will of the sovereign people to the violent up

rising of July 14. 
To a significant extent, then, the taking of the Bastille was created as a 

legitimate revolution through the performance of these spontaneous ritu, 
als. Most scholarly study of ritual focuses on religious rites of one kind or 
another. In most religious rituals, the participants are collected into a place 
marked off as sacred and then participate in a series of activities that in
duce a certain emotional state- quiet awe, rapt attention, terror, intense 
pleasure, or frenzied enthusiasm, as the case may be. In many cases, par, 

ticipants enter into what Victor Turner has called liminality- a state of 
"betwixt and between" in which social constraints and hierarchies mo

mentarily evaporate and the celebrants experience a profound sense of 
community with one another and with the deity or deities. It is the cre
ation of this sense of communitas that gives rituals their psychological and 
social power (Turner 1969). In episodes like those surrounding the taking 
of the Bastille, the usual process is reversed: rather than the ritual induc
ing the emotional excitement and the sense of communion, the emotional 
excitement and sense of communion-what Durkheim would call the col, 

lective effervescence-induce those present to express and concretize 
their feelings in ritual. The Parisians who participated in these events were 
massed in confined spaces, and their emotions were excited by the crowd, 

ing and by the memory-very recent in the episodes of the 14th, more dis
tant on the 15th and 17th-b,£ the battle fought and the vict~ry won. They 
were also aware that they were participating in a momentous event, whose 
outcome could determine their future as individuals and as a nation. Fi
nally, in the very course of the event, they discovered that they were mem

bers of the sovereign people, that their actions constituted a sacred col
lective will that rightfully determined the fate of the nation. They could 
manifest this state of liminality and communitas only by spontaneously 
appropriating known ritual forms to create new and powerful rituals of 

sovereignty. Through these rituals, the Parisians participated in the inven
tion of the modern revolution. 



HISTORICAL EVENTS PRODUCE MORE EVENTS. Events are sequences of 
ruptures that effect transformations of structure. If structures are mul
tiple and overlapping, it follows that any transformation of structure has 

the potential of touching off dislocations and rearticulations of overl~p
ping or contiguous structures. This cascading character of events can be 
seen within the series of episodes that I have designated as the overall 

event of the taking of the Bastille. What happened on the 14th resulted in 
the strategic retreat of the king and the ecstatic reception of the delegation 
of the National Assembly in Paris, the Assembly's initial statement of the 

legitimacy of the violence of the 14th, and the king's ceremonial reconquest 
by the Parisians on the 17th. But it also led to intensified uncertainty and 
anxiety in the provinces, and to disturbances like those of the 17th and 
18th at Poissy and Saint-Germain-en-Laye, which in turn led to the fur
ther justification of the taking of the Bastille as a legitimate revolution. 
The success of the Parisian insurrection and its explicit justification in the 
debates of the Assembly also emboldened the Parisian mob to renew its 
acts of"popular justice" by murdering Bertier and Foullon on the 23rd, 
which paradoxically led to a further elaboration of the myth of the Bastille 
as a legitimate revolution so as to condemn as illegitimate the lynching of 

the 23rd. 
I am conceptualizing the taking of the Bastille from a particular per

spective: as the historical event that articulates popular violence with the 
nation's sovereign will in the new concept of revolution. For this reason it 
is reasonable for me to declare the event completed on July 23. But the cas

cade of consequences flowing from the actions of July 14 certainly did not 
stop then. The profound redefinition of sovereignty, the defeat of the king, 
the victory of the National Assembly, the establishment of a new form of 
popular urban militia, and the emergence of revolution as a category of po
litical action both raised hopes and accentuated the practical dislocation 
of social and political structures all over France. It therefore heightened 
the already pervasive sense of insecurity. I would like to sketch out two of 
the most spectacular and momentous historical events that flowed from the 
taking of the Bastille: the vast agrarian panic that historians have com~~~o 
call "the Great Fear" and the famous legislative session of the night of .A{i
gust 4, which abolished feudalism and privilege and established a new so
cial order based on equality before the law. 

The Great Fear was probably the most astonishing mass panic in re
corded history. The news of the Paris uprising reached the provinces dur

ing the crucial days when the promising crop of 1789 was beginning to 
ripen in the fields, but in a countryside that was crushed by poverty and 
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crowded with beggars and vagabonds produced by the previous year's dis
astrous harvest. The panic began independently at several different points 
in France during the week that followed July 20-that is, within a few days 
after the arrival of the astounding news from Paris. At each of the points 
of origin, someone reported seeing troops of brigands advancing into the 
fields and cutting the standing grain before it could ripen. The result was 
a wave of panics that extended over most of the surface of the country by 
the early days of August. The bells in the church steeple would be rung, the 
villagers would assemble, arm themselves, and march out in pursuit of the 
imaginary brigands, usually sending a messenger to the adjacent villages to 
announce the dreadful news. These villages would mobilize in turn and 
send out their own messengers. Thus the panic might spread a hundred 
miles or more in the course of a few days. 

In a few cases, the peasants, once mobilized, attacked the lords' chateaux 
and burned the rolls on which their dues and charges were written. Ac
cording to Georges Lefebvre, who wrote the classic history of the Great 

Fear, this event persuad~~ the vast mass of the peasan~fY that they were 
threatened by a nation-wide aristocratic plot (Lefebvre (1932] 1973). But 
Lefebvre's own evidence seems more consistent with the findings of Clay 
Ramsay, who concluded in his recent study of the Great Fear in the Sois
sonais that by far the most common outcome was a symbolic reaffirmation 
of the hierarchical social order of the old regime village community. When 
the villagers took up arms against the"brigands;' they usually called on the 
local lord or magistrates to constitute and lead their militias. Faced with a 
kind of peasants' vision of the apocalypse-the harvest unaccountably de
stroyed by mysterious outsiders-country people turned to their tradi
tional superiors to save the day (Ramsay 1992). The Great Fear probably 
is better understood as the last hurrah of the rural old regime than as the 
definitive triumph of the peasant revolution. 

But most of the villages where the Great Fear occurred were distant 
from Paris, and communications were uncertain and irregular. From the 
perspective of Paris or Versailles, the news was indeed alarming: chateaux 
in flames, crops destroyed by brigands, armed men everywhere. It was the 
journalists and legislators in Paris and Versailles, not the peasants in the 
villages, who darkly attributed the disorders to an aristocratic plot. The 
legislators feared a general peasant rising against the feudal system, a rising 
that would threaten not only the lords' seigneuries but rural property in 
general. The famed legislative session of the night of August 4 was actually 
based on this misapprehension of what was happening in the countryside. 
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The enactments of August 4 resulted in part from a legislative conspir
acy. A sizeable conclave of patriot deputies determined to appease the 
peasants by abolishing the feudal system in return for an indemnity to be 
paid by the peasants. To this end they recruited two great nobles, the vi
comte de Noailles and the due d'Aiguillon, to propose the renunciation of 
feudal rights. Their speeches electrified the Assembly, and before long 
even nobles and clerics who had hitherto been hostile to such reforms be
gan to vie with one another by renouncing their own privileges at the altar 
of the nation, bathed in tears of joy amid the clamorous applause of the 
Assembly. The session, which lasted nearly until dawn, destroyed the en
tire tissue of privilege that had constituted the social and political order of 
the old regime and replaced it with a new social order based on the equal
ity of all citizens before the law. If the taking of the Bastille definitively es
tablished the sovereignty of the people/ nation, it was on the night of Au
gust 4 that France's principles of social organization were finally brought 
into harmony with the new foundational ideology of natural equality, 
national sovereignty, and social contract. The night of August 4 effected 
the definitive rearticulation between the new metaphysical principles of the 

state and the juridical organization of social life. It finally spelled ~lltf the 
consequences for daily life of the ideology the delegates had adoptea im
plicitly when they declared themselves the National Assembly on June 17 

(Kessel 1969; Fitzsimmons 2003). 

The Great Fear and the night of August 4, no less than the taking of the 
Bastille, had all the characteristics of historical events listed above. They 
rearticulated structures, transformed cultures, were crucially shaped by 
local conditions, were bathed in powerful emotions, were acts of collective 
creativity, were punctuated by improvised rituals, and produced yet more 
events. In all these respects, they could be analyzed in no less detail than I 
have lavished on the taking of the Bastille. They formed part of an ex
traordinary series of historical events that, over the summer of I789, trans
formed the political and social system of the most populous, most power
ful, and most prestigious state in the European world, and that changed 
forever the horizons of world politics. 

TO BECOME DEFINITIVE, REARTICULATIONS OF STRUCTURES 

MUST GAIN AUTHORITATIVE SANCTION. In the case of the Bastille, 
the ruptural action took place in Paris rather than Versailles and involved 
a clash between armed citizens under the improvised banner of an emer
gency municipality and a minor military detachment of elderly veterans 
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guarding an urban fortress. It was also in Paris that the trope of the sover

eign people rising against despotism was first introduced, both in sponta
neous rituals and in oral and written discourse. But for this to become the 

1 t 

recognized truth of the taking of the Bastille required action by the cen-
tral governing authorities-the National Assembly and the king, both by

standers on July 14. The taking of the Bastille could only become a legiti
mate and founding revolution after the ceremonial entries of July 15and17, 
which bound the Parisians to the National Assembly and registered the 
acquiescence of the king, and the debates in the National Assembly that 
marked off the violence of July 14 as, in Malouet's words,"a national insur
rection against despotism" with "a character superior to the power of the 

laws:' The structural rearticulation could only be definitive when it had 
been sanctioned at the pinnacle of state authority. 

The crucial role of action at the center of the state is even clearer in the 
case of the Great Fear and the night of August 4. The Great Fear might be 
characterized as an interrelated series of dispersed and local events. Al
though these events were of tremendous emotional and political impact in 
each locality, the structural transformations they effected in the locali
ties-usually the reconstruction of a kind of participatory old regime 

hierarchy-was ephemeral. The most important long-term effects of the 
Great Fear in the localities was mediated by action at the center. It was be
cause the Great Fear provoked members of the National Assembly to 
abolish the feudal system on the night of August 4 that its effects not only 
on French and world history, but also on local history, were so profound. 
The night of August 4 resulted in the abolition of serfdom, feudal exac
tions, provincial and municipal privileges, exclusive hunting rights, venal
ity of office, and tithes, and the confiscation and sale of the vast properties 
of the church. It was the effects of these reforms that transformed the char
acter of social and political relations in French villages, not the ephemeral 

resurgence of old regime hierarchical relations that were the immediate 
result of the Great Fear. Once again, even though the impetus of the events 
came from a peripheral location, it was their resolutioniat the center of the 
state that determined their structural effects. 

Because the taking of the Bastille and the Great Fear were above all po

litical ruptures, it should not be surprising that in both cases the authori
tative rearticulations were effected at the center of the state. But we should 
expect the location of rearticulating action to vary with the setting and 

scope of the event. A religious event might well achieve its authoritative 
resolution in a religious institutional setting: in, say, a presbytery or a 
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council of bishops. A rupture in kinship relations might be sanctioned by 
the elders of the clan or by a tacit agreement on the part of the appropri
ate kinsmen. Where authoritative rearticulations will be achieved depends 
on what modes of power are activated or challenged by the event in ques
tion and on the particular institutional nodes in which the affected J:?pwer 
is concentrated. Authoritative rearticulations, however, are likely t6;'take 

place at power nodes that command an adequate geographic and institu
tional scope. Given the institutional and geographic cascades that charac
terize events, this means that even ruptures located primarily outside the 
sphere of state activity are often resolved only by state action. 

HISTORICAL EVENTS ARE SPATIAL AS WELL AS TEMPORAL PRO

C Es s Es. We usually think of the event as a temporal category. But it is 
impossible to analyze an event without encountering spatial processes.9 

This is certainly true of the taking of the Bastille, and of the Great Fear 
and the Night of August Fourth as well. Let me specify some key spatial di
mensions of the taking of the Bastille that seem characteristic of histori
cal events more generally. 

I. The actions that determined how structures were transformed were 
highly concentrated in space. It was spatial concentration that made pos
sible the episodes of"collective effervescence:' The exaltation of imagina
tion, the collective creativity, the superheated emotionality, and the spon
taneous ritual that marked the occurrences of July I4, 15, 17, and 23 all 
depended on the massing of large numbers of people into particular 
spaces- the environs of the Bastille, the place de !'Hotel de Ville, the pa
rade routes along which the delegation of the National Assembly and the 
king made their way into Paris. These particular spaces, at particular 
times, constituted crucial nodes in the transformative event known as the 
taking of the Bastille- crucial because action taken there and then deter
mined the course of subsequent action over long durations and wide geo
graphic scopes. The action of the National Assembly, debating in its meet
ing place in Versailles, was also concentrated spatially. The fateful outcome 
of the debates that sanctioned the taking of the Bastille as a legitimate rev

olution of the sovereign people depended on particular rivalries, alli~rces, 
spontaneous flows of debate-and, indeed, on collective effervescence
that were concentrated at a particular moment in a particular building. 

2. The intersection of structures that results in cascades of transforma-

9. For elaborations on this point, see Zhao (2001, esp. chap. 8) and Sewell (2001). 
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tive actions is spatial as well as institutional. The structures that are un, 
evenly articulated into networks have varying and far from congruent spa, 
tial scopes. One important reason that some ruptures result in cascades of 
further ruptures has to do with spatial scale. A rupture that has conse, 
quences outside its initial place of occurrence is far more likely to result in 
a transformative cascade than one that is spatially contained. Whether 
spread mimetically like the Great Fear, or by immediate or mediated 
effects on structures of much wider scope like the assault on the Bastille, 
or because they occur initially in socio,spatial locations with great spatial 
scope like the night of August 4th, historical events can be defined at least 
in part by a prodigious expansion in spatial reach of what are initially lo, 
cal phenomena. 

3. All action by definition takes place in a particular spatial location. But 
action taken in some locations has only a local scope, while the scope of 
other actions is much wider. In part this is because some locations are cen, 
tral nodes in social practices of wide extent. An act taken in the National 
Assembly or in the king's chambers may bind people spread over the en, 
tire territory of the coun~7· Moreover, because of Paris .. ~., position as the 
quasi .. capital of France, its centrality in French cultural and political life, 
and its proximity to the royal government at Versailles, a disturbance that 
occurred there had reverberations all over the country. By contrast, an 
equally violent event in a remote village would have only a local impact, un, 
less it was nationalized by the Parisian press or led the National Assembly 
or the king to take action. The particular shape and dynamic of events
quite different for the taking of the Bastille, for example, than for the G.reat 
Fear-will depend fundamentally on the evolving spatial scope of its con, 
stituent actions. 

DEFINING THE BOUNDARIES OF A HISTORICAL EVENT REQUIRES 

AN ACT OF JUDGMENT. Historical events have what might be called a 
fractal character. An event like the taking of the Bastille might well be said 
to be composed of a series of events- among others, the assault on the In, 
valides, the slaughter of de Launay and Flesselles, the king's entry into 
Paris, or the Assembly debate of July 23. And each of these sub,events is it, 
self composed of a series of smaller but significant ruptures. Moreover, the 
taking of the Bastille itself is but one episode in the French Revolution, 
and the French Revolution but one component of the vast transformation 
of forms of government, national boundaries, and modes of warfare that 
took place between 1789 and I815. There is no a priori reason to call the tak, 
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ing of the Bastille an event and to deny the term to the king's entry into 
Paris on July 17, or to his actions on the balcony of the city hall that after
noon, or to the French Revolution as a whole. Each of these may be use
fully conceptualized as a sequence of ruptures that dislocates and reartic
ulates structures. Each is a historical event at its own particular scale. 

But the complexity of events is not limited to their fractal character. 
Events are also overlapping and interpenetrating. If it is true that struc
tures form a loosely articulated network, and if we define events as se
quences of occurrences that transform structures, then an occurrence like 
the assault on the Bastille will be implicated in the transformations of a 
number of different structures, and each of these transformations will have 
a different spatial and temporal range. Once again, deciding how to bound 
an event is necessarily a matter of judgement. One may state as a rule of 
thumb that how an analyst should delimit an event will depend on the 
structural transformation to be explained. For example, I define the event 
of the taking of the Bastille as beginning with popular resistance to the dis
missal ofNecker on July 12 and as ending with the Assembly debates of July 
23 that authoritatively interpret the assault on the fortress as a legitimate 
revolution. I do so because I am focusing on a particular structural trans

formation: the articulation of popular sovereignty with crowd violenfe to 
form the category of revolution. But because this was by no means the 'only 
significant transformation to come out of the taking of the Bastille, these 
are not the only appropriate boundaries of the event. A study focusing on 
the emergence of the urban militia as a new mode of power-another cru
cial consequence of the taking of the Bastille- might well fix different be
ginning and ending dates. Such decisions must be made post hoc: with 
some confidence when dealing with an event that occurred two hundred 
years ago and whose consequences have generally been fixed for some time, 
more tentatively when the consequences of a rupture have only recently 
begun to appear and when additional, perhaps surprising, consequences 
may yet emerge. 

* * * 
Just as the taking of the Bastille led to a cascade of further events, so the 
theoretical reflections touched off by my analysis of that event has led to a 
cascade of further reflections. And as the analyst must draw an arbitrary 
boundary to establish analytical closure to an event, so must I bring to a 
close an essay that still seems to me radically open and unfinished. I believe 
I have written enough to establish that thinking about historical events as 
I have done here-that is, treating them as sequences of occurrences that 
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result in durable transformations of structures-is potentially fruitful. 

Precisely how fruitful can only be determined by future work on other his

torical events. 

POSTSCRIPT 

Calculation, Semiosis, and Charisma 

I remarked at the conclusion of my essay that it still seemed to me open 
and unfinished. This postscript is a practical testimony to that observa
tion. At about the time the essay was initially published, I took part in a 
several-day conference on revolutions that included practitioners of what 

is called rational choice theory.10 This encounter provoked me to articulate 
more clearly the strategic dimensions of my argument-a task that I un
dertook initially in a memo drafted shortly after the conference. This post
script is a revised version of that memo. It attempts to specify both the 
value and the limitations of explaining"the invention of revolution at the 
Bastille" as a consequence of self-interested strategic action. 

The "rational choice" perspective in the social sciences is based upon 
"methodological individualism:' It assumes that no social action has been 

properly explained until it has been reduced to the aggregate effects of in
dividual actions. It further assumes that individuals are"rational maximiz
ers"-that is, that they act strategically so as to maximize their individual 

interests. It attempts to develop formal mathematical models, generally 
derived from game theory, to explain why people act as they do. This per
spective, which was explicitly borrowed from economics, has become quite 

common in contemporary sociology and is currently making a robust but 
increasingly contested bid for methodological dominance in contempo
rary political science. Given the growing institutional power of rational 

choice theory, especially in the discipline of political science, it seems 
worthwhile to assess a strategic approach to what surely must count as a 
highly significant happening-the emergence of the modern concept of 

revolution in July 1789. 

Rational choice theory has been applied effectively to certain problems 
' ) 

in the study of revolutions. For example, Michael Taylor (1988) has shown 

that an explicit modeling of the individual choice to join or abstain from 
revolutionary protests can significantly clarify the process by which small 

10. This was a conference on Social Theory and Revolution, organized by Shmuel Eisenstadt 
and Bjorn Wittrock and held in Uppsala in 1995. 
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and local actions snowball into revolutionary uprisings; and Jack Goldstone 
(1990, 1994) has shown that rational choice analysis can provide a plausible 
micro-translation of his macro-historical explanations of revolutipnary 
dynamics. Yet I suspect that many specialists on revolutions would agree 
with me that even such cogent analyses as these fail to grasp something es
sential to the revolutionary phenomenon. Taylor and Goldstone foe~ on 

' ~ 

the problem of how people choose which side to take when an explidtly 
revolutionary movement has been launched. They have to assume a high 
degree of stability in the goals of the contesting forces; otherwise actors 
would not know what benefits or costs to expect from a victory by the rev
olutionaries and could not make rational calculations. The problem is that 
in most revolutions worthy of the name, the goals of the revolution, and for 
that matter the identities of the actors as well, are significantly transformed 
in the course of the revolutionary process. What makes the political strug
gles we call revolutions revolutionary is that they fundamentally change the 
nature of the ideological and institutional alternatives available to members 
of the polity, and that they do so by elaborating new and surprising politi
cal and moral options. To my knowledge, rational choice approaches have 
not succeeded in formulating, let alone resolving, this crucial problem of 
revolutionary changes in cultural meanings. One of the merits of my essay 
on the Bastille is precisely that it attempts to explain one such transforma
tion: the emergence of the modern concept of" revolution:' Although my es
say uses none of the rhetorical tropes associated with rational choice, it nev
ertheless does, like most cultural or historical analyses, contain arguments 
about interest-based calculations- arguments that could, in principle, be 
cast in rational-choice terms. In this postscript, I pursue such arguments 
more systematically-in part to clarify my own explanation, in part as a 
means of assessing the potential contribution of rational choice arguments 
to the explanation of revolutionary cultural transformations. 

Woven into my account of the taking of the Bastille is a story of strate
gic action on the part of the National Assembly.11 It goes as follows. The 
National Assembly was engaged in a high-stakes political game with the 

u. In this argument, I am constrained to consider the National Assembly as, in effect, a single 
actor, even though it was of course made up of a large number of individual actors who, as my 
account has made clear, often disagreed. But because there are no roll-call data on votes,ip the 
Assembly, I cannot disaggregate their actions to work out a more fine-grained interpretation of 
the genuinely individual political calculations that were undoubtedly going on between July 12 

and July 23, 1789. For an example of a more individual-level analysis of what was at least a quasi
revolutionary process, see Ivan Ermak.off's (2000) study of the legislature's decision to accede to 
regime change in France in 1940, after the defeat by the Germans. 



CHAPTER EIGHT 

king. At stake was effective sovereignty. The taking of the Bastille intro
duced a new element into the game- the rebellious Parisian people. Ini
tially the National Assembly was hesitant to embrace the Parisians. This 
hesitancy was based on several calculations: ( 1) that the violence that had 
taken place was likely to prove contagious, (2) that a contagious expansion 
of popular violence was likely to have the effect of strengthening the hand 
of the king, who alone had the armed force necessary to put it down, (3) 
that a strengthened king would be in a position to dominate or dissolve the 
Assembly, and (4) that the king would be more likely to use force against 
the Assembly if it embraced the rebellious Parisians than if it did not. (5) 
Against these considerations must be weighed whatever strength in either 
military forces or popular support might have been gained by embracing 
the Parisians. I am sure that a competent formal modeler could render the 
strategic situation facing the National Assembly as a utility function or 
functions. 

The mournful silence that greeted the initial news of the taking of the 
Bastille in the Assembly indicates that it found itself in an irresolvable 
dilemma. It believed that embracing the Parisians by approving of the tak
ing of the Bastille would have negative utility, but also knew that embrac
ing the king against the Parisians would have negative utility. So rather 
than choosing sides immediately, the Assembly did what any rational ac
tor would do in a situation where neither choice looks promising: it tem
porized and gathered more information. It did this by sending a delegation 
to Paris and by sending a series of delegations to the king. This resulted 
in new information that shifted the "expected utilities" in two ways. First, 
the delegation to Paris found that the city, rather than being violent and 
chaotic, was peaceful and orderly. This decreased the perceived likelihood 
that the violence would be contagious, therefore increasing the perceived 
likelihood that supporting the Parisians against the king would actually 
strengthen the Assembly. Second, the delegations to the king found that 
he did not seem to regard his own position as more powerful. He first re
moved his troops from Paris, and then effectively renounced the use of 
force against the Parisians. The information from the delegation to Paris 
changed the Assembly's calculations because it indicated that contagious 
violence was not occurring. And the delegations to the royal palace indi
cated that the king regarded himself as weakened, rather than strength
ened, by the Parisian violence. All of this sharply decreased the perceived 
costs of forming an alliance with the Parisians. Consequently, the As.
sembly opted to support the Parisians, cementing the alliance by giving the 
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uprising retroactive authoritative legitimation-by recognizing it as an 
act of the sovereign people. 

This argument about strategic calculation certainly packs an explana
tory punch. But it does not really get us to our goal, which is to explain the 
invention and locking into place of the modern concept of revolution. The 
argument explains why the National Assembly, if it behaves as a rational 
actor, would initially keep its distance from the Parisians and subsequently 
form a coalition with Paris against the king. But it surely does not tell us 
why the Assembly would form the coalition in the way it did-by legiti
mating an act of popular violence as "a national insurrection against des
potism" with "a character superior to the power of the laws:' By enunciat
ing this doctrine, the National Assembly did more than cement an alliance 
with the Parisians: it established a new principle of legitimacy that could, 
in principle, be used against its own power as much as against the king's. If 
we take the Assembly's goal as the maximizing of its own power and secu
rity, it went irrationally far when it defined the Parisian crowd's action in a 
way that compromised its own claims to a monopoly on the legitimate rep
resentation of sovereignty. In short, an argument based on rational calcu
lation cannot explain why crowd violence and popular sovereignty were 
articulated in this particular and historically fateful way. In order to ex
plain this articulation, we need to move beyond a purely rational choice 
framework of explanation. We need to explain why the taking 1bf the 
Bastille, which was initially understood by the Assembly as an act of po
tentially contagious license and disorder, could be reinterpreted as a rising 
of the people against despotism and an exercise of popular sovereignty. 
Here the initial rational choice explanation needs to be joined to a semi
otic explanation, one that proceeds on different premises and by different 
methods. 

A semiotic approach would explain what happened in the Assembly be
tween July 14 and July 23 as a novel code switch followed by a further elab
oration of the newly adopted code. The initial response of the Assembly 
was consistent with a well-established code for interpreting popular vio
lence. This code depended on a generalized elite conception of the people 
(le peuple) as irrational, unruly, and naturally violent. Thus, when the 
Parisian populace attacked the Bastille and gruesomely slaughtered its 
commander, the automatic response of any educated person would have 
been to condemn the violence and fear its contagious spread. But over the 
last few decades of the eighteenth century, and at an accelerated rate since 
the calling of the Estates General, another entirely different discourse de-
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veloped that also used the term le peuple: the discourse of national or pop
ular sovereignty, which, in June and July 1789, became the chief legitimat
ing discourse of the self-proclaimed National Assembly. In this discourse 
the people and the people's will figured in an entirely positive but purely 
abstract way, as the principle of sovereignty that underlay a legitimate 
state and as the entity that ,was represented in the National Assembly or 
any legitimate government. Far from being a threat to order and morality, 
"the people" in this somewhat mystical sense was the very source of order 
and morality. 

When, as early as July 15, orators in the National Assembly began to 
characterize the people who attacked the Bastille as courageous and ener
getic, and to speak of their action as a blow struck for liberty against des
potism, they were seizing on a pregnant ambiguity of the term people. 
They were shifting the people's action at the Bastille out of the context of 
a discourse on the people's inherent violence and irrationality and into the 
context of a discourse on popular sovereignty. Once the shift had been 
made, the valence of the people's action was systematically reversed from 
negative to positive. And over the course of the next several days, the log
ical entailments of inserting the taking of the Bastille into the discourse of 
popular sovereignty were elaborated, leading to the definition of the vio
lence of July 14 not only as a heroic attack on despotism but as a necessary 
national insurrection with an authority superior to the laws. The argu
ment about rational calculation can perhaps explain why the National As
sembly chose the second discourse over the first. But it cannot explain why 
these two discourses were the available alternatives nor why the choice of 
the popular sovereignty discourse led to the elaboration of a concept of 
popular revolution that actually diminished the Assembly's claim to be the 
sole legitimate interpreter of the national will. Unless the rational choice 
argument is joined to a semiotic analysis, this outcome will remain utterly 
inexplicable. 

But even a combined rational choice and semiotic analysis leaves an ex
planatory puzzle. Rational choice can explain why the National Assembly 
decided to form a coalition with the Parisians against the king. Semiotic 
analysis can establish the alternative discursive universes in terms of which 

the taking of the Bastille could be evaluated and can explicate the logic of 
semiotic elaboration followed once a given discursive universe had been 
entered. But neither of these explanatory strategies makes it clear why it 
suddenly seemed to the Assembly possible, indeed natural, to speak of an 
act of crowd violence in the discursive categories of popular sovereignty. 
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Here it is important to recognize the novelty of the interpretation elabo
rated by the Assembly. The idea of revolution as a radical change of polit
ical regime was certainly available to political actors in 1789-chiefly from 
the English "Glorious" Revolution of 1688 and the American Revolution of 
1776-83. So was the notion that the regime established by a revolution was 
to be based on the sovereignty of the nation or the people. But before the 
taking of the Bastille, the idea that an act of popular violence could be an 
authoritative expression of the people's will had not been imagined._ -~ 

To understand why the National Assembly could see this as self-evident 
in the days after July 14, we need to turn to a third framework of explana
tion, this one based on Max Weber's (1978, 1:241-25) concept of charisma 
and Emile Durkheim's ( [ 1912] 1965) concept of collective effervescence. Nei
ther the rational choice nor the semiotic explanatory framework has any 
way of accounting for the high-pitched emotional excitement that charac
terized the Bastille episode and many other key revolutionary events. 
Both frameworks are essentially formal and rationalist, although they 
posit different notions of rationality and employ different formal meth
ods. Weber and Durkheim, by contrast, both find a place for the power of 
emotions near the center of their theoretical schemes. 

The experience that initially influenced members of the Assembly to re
think the meaning of the Bastille was the visit of a delegation to Paris on 
July 15. Mounier's account of the visit actually dwelt less on the Paris mu
nicipality's new arrangements for assuring law and order or the militia's 
exemplary discipline than on the emotional tone of the episode. The 
Parisians, he noted, "attempted, by all the most vivid signs of affection, to 
express the sentiments weighing upon them. It was a great joy for them to 
shake hands with a member of the National Assembly •••• Citizens con
gratulated and embraced one another. All eyes were wet with tears; intox
icated sentiment was everywhere" (Reimpression de l'ancien Moniteur, 163). 
What Mounier is signaling here is the establishment of an emotional bond 
between the delegates of the Assembly and the throngs of Parisians who 
lined their route into the city. As Durkheim would point out, the emo
tional excitement experienced by both the delegates and the Parisians was 
in part the consequence of"collective effervescence;' the remarkable en
hancement of emotion that occurs when a large number of people are 
crowded into a confined space, especially one that, like the parade route 
followed by the delegation, was ritually marked off as extraordinary '°r sa
cred. The excitement was not merely the mechanical effect of crowding
it is rare for the crowd at Grand Central station during rush hour to erupt 
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in tears of joy. The emotional power of these crowd scenes derived from 
what Weber would call their charismatic quality-the sense that what 
was happening somehow touched ultimate sources of order. The joyous 

mingling of the National Assembly's delegation with the populace of Paris 
was experienced by both parties as an incarnation of the unity of the sov
ereign people and its representatives, as a concrete enactment of the mys

tery that lay at the center of the theory of popular sovereignty. The sense 
of ecstatic union, which contrasted sharply with the pervasive conflict and 
tension of the past several months, was obviously a consequence of the 
taking of the Bastille. It was, I am convinced, this profound emotional ex
perience on the 15th of July-an experience repeated during the king's 
visit to Paris on the 17th-that made it thinkable for the Assembly to take 
the novel step of coding a bloody assault on a fortress as a sublime action 
of the sovereign people, and thereby to introduce into the world a concept 
of popular revolution that had the potential of undermining its own au
thority. 

Methodological Lessons 

It is my experience that practitioners of rational choice theory have only 
a minor interest in issues 9f cultural transformation. The1problem is not 
that they ignore culture altogether, but that culture figures in their ac
counts in a highly limited fashion: usually either as a residual that is in
voked when rational choice accounts have been pushed to the limit and 
still leave something unexplained, or as a framework within which calcu

lations take place, but that is taken as given for the explanatory purpose at 
hand. At the outside, rational choice arguments may be used to explain the 
choice between alternative existing frameworks of meaning or to explain 
the emergence of certain norms that make rational calculation possible. 
But on what I regard as the crucial question of the emergence of new and 
structurally crucial cultural frameworks in transformative events, rational 
choice theory has, as far as I know, remained silent. 

The intent of this postscript is to argue both that rational choice anal
ysis-or at least a serious interrogation of the strategic options faced by 
actors-has something useful to offer in the study of this question and 
that it is incapable of providing a sufficient answer on its own. In the case 
of the taking of the Bastille, and I suspect more generally, arguments about 
rational calculation of advantage need to be joined to arguments about 
semiotic structures and their transformations and arguments about the 
socially generated emotional experiences that inspire the invention and 
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elaboration of new cultural meanings. Without taking semiotic structures 
and socio-emotional dynamics into account, and without recognizing the 
synergistic interaction between calculation, semiotic structure, and socio
emotional dynamics, it is impossible to explain the emergence of the mod
ern concept of revolution-or, I would maintain, the radical transforma
tion of cultural meanings more generally. In some ways this conclusion is 
one that practitioners of rational choice have heard many times before and 
are no doubt tired of hearing: that the fundamental failing of the rational 
choice perspective is its one-dimensional model of the human actor. I am 
claiming that because human action during the Bastille episode had cru
cial semiotic and emotional dimensions, an account based solely on the 
rational calculation of interests cannot generate an adequate explanation. 
The major difference between my objection to a purely rational choice ac
count and that usually offered is that mine is posed in empirical rather 
than merely a priori theoretical terms; it offers a concrete explanatory 
challenge, not just a philosophical objection. 

But if previous experience is any guide, practitioners of rational choice 
may chose to ignore the challenge on another ground. The response I nor
mally get when I object that rational choice falls grievously short in its at
tempt to explain some important social transformation is a retreat to acer
tain abstract model of science. Our goal, the answer usually goes, is not to 
explain every historical case in its fullness. There are always factors at ~ork 
in any given case that require explanation by other theories than ours~'In
deed, a rational choice explanation will never be able to predict the out
comes of a particular case in all its detail; that is a job for (mere) historians 
or ethnographers. Science is advanced by not by such ideographic detail 
work but by building a general body of theory that allows us to make pre
dictions across a wide variety of cases. To do so in a fruitful way we need 
to restrict our focus to a single set of factors that will be present in the 
widest range of social settings and that can be compared rigorously across 
the entire range of possible cases. Our inability to explain fully the Na
tional Assembly's response to the taking of the Bastille (or any other par
ticular case) is consequently irrelevant to the forward march of our general 
science. 

But the claim I am making is in fact a general one. I am using the case of 
the taking of the Bastille to argue that rational choice theory, as currently 
practiced, lacks the conceptual and methodological tools necessary to 
explain the emergence and transformation of the cultural frameworks 
within which calculation takes place. I further suggest that it is not likely 
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to develop such tools from within its own intellectual armory, but can do 
so only by pursuing a much deeper engagement than it has so far under~ 
taken with existing traditions of cultural analysis. For an approach that 
regards itself as providing general "Foundations of Sociological Theory" 
(Coleman 1990 ), this should be a troubling and challenging diagnosis. 
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HISTORICAL DURATION AND 

TEMPORAL COMPLEXITY 

The Strange Career of Marseille's Dockworkers, 1814-70' 

T he last two chapters have been concerned with events-brief and in

tense sequences of social interaction that have long-lasting effects on 
the subsequent history of social relations. This chapter continues to ex
plore the textures of what I have called eventful temporality, but it looks at 

what might be regarded as the opposite problem: how structured patterns 
of social relations, once established, can sometimes be reproduced with 
very little change over long periods of time, even in eras of considerable 
historical transformation. The case I have chosen to look at is particularly 
interesting because the continuities in question-the economic privileges 
of Marseille's nineteenth-century dockworkers-were a stunning excep

tion to the general pattern of French labor relations in this era and were 
maintained at the core of the city's most dynamic industry during a period 
of exceptionally rapid economic growth. Making sense of this case re
quires us to sort out the relations among several nonsynchronous but over

lapping and mutually implicated temporal processes- from the rhythms 
of daily life on the waterfront, to the complex and contradictory dynamics 
of nineteenth-century capitalism, to the institutional history of the dock
workers' trade organization, to the discontinuous sequence of French na
tional regime changes. 

The dockworkers (portefaix) of Marseille certainly constitute an excep
tional case in the history of the nineteenth-century French working class. 

A version of this chapter was published as"Uneven Development, the Autonomy of Politics, 
and the Dockworkers of Nineteenth-Century Marseille;' in American Historical Review 93 (~988): 
604-37. Versions of the chapter have been read and critiqued by Geoff Eley, Jan Goldstein, 
Howard Kimmeldorf, Bill Reddy, and Joan Scott. 
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French Revolutionary legislation, particularly the D' Allarde law of March 
1791 and the Le Chapelier law of June 1791, abolished the corporate or guild 
forms of organization that had governed labor relations in the eighteenth 
century, and the Napoleonic penal code criminalized efforts at labor or
ganization. As I have argued at length elsewhere (Sewell 1980 ), it was nev
ertheless common for French workers in the first half of the nineteenth 
century to form illicit organizations. These were sometimes formed under 
the institutional cover of mutual benefit societies- associations that were 
legal, indeed encouraged by both the Napoleonic and Restoration regimes, 
so long as they did not stray from their mutual insurance functions. Like 
many other working-class trades, Marseille's dockworkers also formed a 
mutual benefit society. But in this case the society's "trade union" functions 
were not hidden: indeed the dockworkers' society was organized openly as 
a continuation of their Old Regime guild. The publicly registered statutes 
of their society empowered them to place tight restrictions on entry into 
the trade, to control all work done on the docks in minute detail, and to 
maintain wages superior not only to those of other unskilled laborers but 
to those of virtually all skilled craftsmen as well. In a working-class world 
populated by shadowy, fragmented, and struggling labor organizations 
constantly subject to official repression, Marseille's dockworker society 
operated publicly and self-confidently, tolerated for some four decades by 
both the local political authorities and the merchants who were the dock
workers' employers. 

THE TEMPORALITIES OF LABOR HISTORY 

It is obvious that any phenomenon so singular must be explained largely by 
local and particular causes, and most of this chapter will concentrate on the 
peculiarities of Marseille's history. But I want to explain this admittedly pe
culiar case in a way that addresses a much wider set of problems. The most 
general is the problem of social reproduction-the question, evoked in my 
opening paragraph, of how given patterns of social relations can be repro
duced over time even in the context of environing social changes. For most 
historians and social scientists, reproduction-what historians tend to 
call "continuity"-hardly requires explanation: we tend to posit a kind of 
generalized inertia in social life. The argument for inertia sometimes goes 
beyond mere unstated assumption. Thus Anthony Giddens, synthesizing 
arguments by Harold Garfinkel, Erving Goffman, and Bruno Bettleheim, 
argues that the routinization of activities provides what he calls "ontolog
ical security;' establishing a taken-for-granted background that makes pos-
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sible stable identities and self-conscious social action (Giddens 1984, 60-

92 ). But positing this general tendency toward routinization cannot ex .. 
plain how and why some patterns remain constant when much around 
them is in flux. To explain such differences we must identify both the in .. 
stitutional structures that reinforce reproductive actions and the peculiar 
ecological situations that shield these institutions from the forces that po
tentially threaten them with erosion, decay, or disassembly. The study of 
social reproduction, no less than that of eventful social transformations, 

must examine local contingencies, path dependencies, and structures of 
the conjuncture. The conceptual apparatus required to explain transfor .. 
mative events is equally necessary for explaining why transformations fail 
to occur. 

The temporality of any real historical sequence is bound to be complex, 
in the sense of being a particular combination of many different social 
processes with varying temporalities. It might be useful to classify these 
multiple temporalities provisionally into three types: trends, routines, and 
events. Trends are directional changes in social relations, the sort of tern .. 
poralities that historians typically mark by terms like "rise;' "fall;' "decline;' 

"stagnation;' "growth;' and the like. In any given situation, there may be 
several different trends, with different rhythms, which may be causally re

lated (as were economic growth, urban expansion, maritime trade, and 
in-migration in nineteenth-century Marseille) or may be quite indepen
dent of one another (as were the ebb and flow of Royalist sentiments, the , 
crowding of the old port, and the increase of literacy). Routines are nlO:re-
or-less taken for granted activities that tend, other things being equal, to 
be repeated indefinitely in unchanged ways. There can be routines of of
fice work, conversation, dock labor, religious practice, leisure, cuisine, or 
politics. Routines, to use the language introduced in chapter 4, are practi
cal schemas that reproduce structures. Institutions in general might be 
defined as machines for the production and maintenance of routines. 
Events, as should be clear from the previous two chapters, are temporally 
concentrated sequences of actions that transform structures. This implies 
that events are likely to establish new routines and change old ones and to 
accelerate, reverse, or reorient trends. 

Any given historical sequence is likely to combine a plethora of trends, 
routines, and events. The job of the historian- or the historically minded 
social scientist-is to figure out how these various temporal processes are 
related to each other within a real historical sequence. The relations can, in 

principle, go in any direction. Routines may be subject to trends (routines 
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of dock labor may be intensified over time by the crowding of the port) or 
changed by events (office work becomes much more bureaucratized when 
large steamship lines replace sailing ships owned by ever-changing groups 
of partners). Or the performance of routines might, in certain circum
stances, produce trends (careful accounting of a business's pro.fits and 
losses may tend to produce rising wealth; a too-strict adherence to existing 
routines of production in a period of technological change may lead to the 
decline of a firm or an industry). Events may establish or revive routines 
(by, for example, instituting the dockworkers' society) and may reverse 
trends (as the volatile politics of the Second Republic reversed the right
ward drift of dockworker politics). This chapter will attempt to recon
struct the confluence of trends, routines, and events that explain the 
"strange career" of Marseille's dockworkers. 

But the chapter also has ambitions of another sort. In addition to pro
viding a cogent account of what seems to me the fascinating trajectory of 
an exceptional group of workers, I wish to use the case of the dockwork
ers to rethink quite general issues about the temporality of nineteenth
century labor history. Labor historians have long assumed that the history 
they are recounting has an essentially progressive teleological plot. Just as 
most political history has been written as the story of the rise of nations 
(Duara 1995), most labor history-including that written by me (Sewell 
1980 )-tends to be, in the end, about the rise of the labor movement.1 The 
specifics of these broadly teleological accounts have varied considerably. 
Before the early 1960s, most were written within the mold of a rather 
crude Marxism-what might be called paleomarxism. The rise of capital
ism meant the growth of the factory system of production, and the growth 
of factories meant the expansion of the factory proletariat and therefore 
the development of radical and class-conscious labor movements. Al
though labor movements obviously have a rather cyclical or even punctual 
history- one that depends on, among other things, both business cycles 
and the complicated conjunctures of politics-the long-term upward 
path of the labor movement was understood as determined by the inex-

l. This is certainly less true today than it was when I published the first version of this chap

ter. The most important historiographical effect of the sharp decline oflabor movements world

wide since the 1970s has been to decrease the output of scholarship in the field and the promi

nence of the field within the discipline. It has also, however, given rise tb some works that probe 

the weaknesses oflabor movements or trace the history of nineteenth-century deindustriali:za

tion. See, for nineteenth-century France, Ranciere (1981), Liu (1994), and Johnson (1995). For 

further thoughts on the state oflabor history, see Sewell (1993). 
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orable rise of the factory system. In spite of defeats and setbacks, the work
ers' movement-in the words of the Communist Manifesto, whose vision 
underlay this paradigm-"ever rises up again, stronger, firmer, mightier" 

(Marx and Engels [1848] 1948, 18). 
It was only with the publication of E. P. Thompson's The Making of the 

English Working Class in 1963 that this factory-centered model of the dy
namics of labor history was definitively driven from the field. Thompson 
was as convinced as any of his predecessors that the rise of a class
conscious labor movement was the effect of capitalist development, but 
his picture of both capitalist development and its effects were mucl~~sub
tler and more complicated. Thompson's story centered on handicraft 
workers, both urban artisans and rural "outworkers:' He not only cata
logued the bewildering diversity of artisan experience, but demonstrated 
that these trades frequently suffered from intensified capitalist exploita
tion during the early nineteenth century even when they were not trans
formed by factory production. He also recounted how handicraft workers 
responded to such exploitation with various forms of labor and political 
militancy. Subsequent research all across Europe and North America has 
tended to confirm both aspects of Thompson's findings. Artisans formed 
the vanguard of the nineteenth-century labor movement nearly every
where, and it was far from rare for artisans' working conditions to be de
graded by the multifarious penetration of capitalism- in the form of in
creasing division of labor, substitution of unskilled for skilled workers in 
certain phases of the production process, the development of sweatshops 
or urban putting-out networks, exploitative forms of subcontracting, and 
so on.2 

Between the lg6os and the 1980s, labor historians massively shifted 
their focus from the"dark, satanic mill" to the artisan's workshop.3 Yet their 
underlying temporal assumptions changed surprisingly little from the re
ductionist and teleological model that had prevailed before the publica
tion of Thompson's masterpiece. Although it was no longer possible to see 

2. Work on French artisans that explores this problem includes Johnson (1971, 1975, 1979), 

Aminzade (1979 and 1981, esp. chap. 2), Cottereau (1980), and Faure (1977). For a similar argu
ment about nineteenth-century American workers, see Wilenz (1984). 

3. Moreover, labor historians who have studied factory workers and coal miners in recent 
years have found that these seemingly paradigmatic proletarians were by no means the regi
mented and uniformly exploited masses posited by the classic account; they formed tightly knit, 
kin-based communities, they prized their skills, maintained remarkable workplace autonomy, 
and their relations with employers often took the form of commercial subcontracting rather 
than straightforward wage labor. See, esp. Reddy (1984) and Harrison (1978). 1,1 
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the rise of the labor movement as an automatic outgrowth of factory in, 
dustry, the temporality of the old account was often carried over into the 

new. As I have argued elsewhere (Sewell 1993, 17-19), this transfer has 
been accomplished largely by means of the slippery notion of"proletari
anization;' which includes under one rubric all changes that decrease work
ers' control over the process of production. Labor historians have tended 

to think of proletarianization as a pervasive, ever-rising master process of 
capitalism and to attribute all upsurges of labor radicalism to it. The con

cept is defined so broadly that some sign of its presence can be found vir
tually everywhere in the nineteenth century- the growth of factories 
here, sweatshops there, exploitative subcontracting in another trade, in
tensified divisions of labor in a third, the displacement of skilled work by 
machinery in yet another. Because these various indices of proletarianiza
tion are so widespread, it may seem reasonable to conclude that this pro
cess is capable of explaining labor radicalism wherever it appears. 

Yet on closer inspection the process of proletarianization was far from 
universal. That it may seem so is partly an artifact of labor historians' pro

cedures of research, which necessarily over-represent situations in which 
workers were actively resisting capitalist impositions. We tend to learn 
about labor relations in a trade mainly at times of strife- above all when 
there are strikes or other forms of labor unrest that catch the interest of 

the document-generating authorities or the press. Hence we get the im

pression that workers' ~<l;ges and conditions of work wei;e always under at
tack. But this is largely because we have little evidence for the periods, 
sometimes very long periods, when trades experienced labor peace. 

Single trade case studies, such as Christopher Johnson's pioneering 
article (1975) on French tailors in the first half of the nineteenth century, 
have shown that the piecemeal proletarianization undergone by artisans 
could be economically devastating and have powerfully radicalizing conse
quences. But no study of a single trade can make the general case for the 
importance of proletarianization. If proletarianization resulting from cap
italist penetration were truly the major cause of artisan militancy, it should 
be the case that militants were drawn above all from trades being degraded 
by capitalist penetration. Yet as far as I know, this relationship has never 
been systematically demonstrated. Indeed, the contrary can be shown for 
the case of Marseille during and after the Revolution of 1848, where polit
ically radical workers were drawn not only from degraded trades but also 
from trades that had been essentially unaffected by capitalist penetration 

and even those that had been privileged by capitalist development. The 
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trades most severely affected by capitalist penetration in Marseille in the 
first half of the nineteenth century were the tailors and the shoemakers. 
Both had rates of participation in the revolutionary movement that were 
slightly above the average of Marseille's skilled workers. But their radical
ism was distinctly surpassed by that of bakers, housepainters, and stone
cutters, whose trades seem to have been largely unaffected by capitalist 
penetration, and by machinists, whose scarce and avidly sought-for skills 
made them among the most privileged workers in the city.4 The case of 
Marseille suggests that the real effects of capitalist development in the 
nineteenth century were probably so various that they created no path of 
working-class economic experience sufficiently general to account ade
quately for the broad artisan revolts that occurred. 

Although I am critical of the implicitly paleomarxist temporal assump
tions underlying the proletarianization argument, my own conception of 
the temporality of capitalism is itself thoroughly Marxian.5 As I see it, cap
italist society has a fundamental dynamic, which I would characterize as 
the relentless accumulation of capital through the pursuit of profit for 
profit's sake. But the dynamic of capital accumulation does not generate 
smooth or steadily "progressive" historical changes; rather, it produces 
temporal patterns that are contradictory, conflictual, cyclical, and chroni
cally crisis-prone. Specifically, I see capitalist temporality as characterized 
by uneven development. This concept was initially used by Lenin and Trot
sky to make sense of the deviations of backward Russia from the suppos
edly orderly sequence of Western European development. Trotsky (1932) 

insisted that Russia experienced both uneven and combined development: 
that is, it had modern, technologically advanced large-scale industries side 
by side with an utterly archaic peasant economy. Indeed, according to 
Trotsky, it was the particular mixtures resulting from combined develop
ment that gave Russia its explosive revolutionary potential. The notion of 
uneven development has been used widely in Marxian thought, particu
larly in discussions of national patterns of economic development and 
underdevelopment. But it can equally well be applied to differences be-

4. These conclusions are drawn from quantitative data on persons arrested for participating 
in the insurrection that took place in Marseille in June 1848, and on those rounded up as dan
gerous revolutionaries after Louis Napoleon's coup d'etat in December 1851 The documents 

from which these figures were derived may be found in the Archives Departementales des 
Bouches-du-Rhone (hereafter, ADBdR): M6/I37; M6/Ioo. Analyses of these data are in Sewell 

(1974b and 1974c, esp. n5-16). On Marseille's shoemakers, see Sewell (1980, 176-77). 
5. Two works that have influenced my thinking about this questions are Harvey (1982) and 

Postone (1993). 
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tween sectors or regions within a nation or even to different processes 
within the same industry.6 I believe that the temporalities of nineteenth
century labor history can be significantly illuminated by a suitably adapted 
version of the concept. 

Although the abstract logic of capitalist development is always the 
same, opportunities for the pursuit of pro.fit vary enormously over time 
and space and evolve historically as the capitalist economy itself evolves. It 
is notorious that capitalist development proceeds not by uniform incre
mental growth and innovation in all economic sectors or industries simul
taneously but by industry-specific spurts: booms in cotton textiles, or 
shipping, or railroad development, or automobile manufacture, or micro
electronics, or .financial services. Even within the booming industries, in
novation and dynamism rarely affect all processes at once: the timing of 
innovation was different in cotton spinning than in cotton weaving, in 
manufacture of locomotives than in manufacture of sleeping cars. One of 
the consequences of this unevenness has been a species of combined de
velopment in the labor force. Growth in the dynamic sector often creates 
new, highly mechanized, classically"proletarian" industrial specialties, but 
it also inevitably stimulates employment in less technologically advanced 
auxiliary sectors, either preexisting or new. The rise of factory spinning 
multiplies the numbers of both handloom weavers and field slaves; the 
development of the locomotive calls forth hordes of navvies; automobile 
factories give rise to repair shops, taxi drivers, and filling stations; comput
ers create keypunch operators and programmers. In nineteenth-century 
conditions, the establishment of any kind of factory industry inevitably led 
to a multiplication of handicraft workers whose techniques were slow to 
change: masons, stonecutters, carpenters, and joiners to build the facto
ries; builders, tailors, shoemakers, butchers, and bakers to house, clothe, 
and feed their workers. The most advanced techniques developed hand in 
hand with the most archaic. 

In adapting the concepts of uneven and combined development to 
questions of nineteenth-century labor history, I am following the lead 
of Raphael Samuel, who employed these terms in his remarkable essay 
"Workshop of the World: Steam Power and Hand Technology in Mid

Victorian Britain" (1977). Samuel documented in staggering detail the in
timate cohabitation of new mechanical techniques, old handicraft skills, 
and backbreaking manual labor. He did not, however, exploit the possibil-

6. David Harvey (1982), for example, uses it in these ways. 
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ity for rethinking the temporality of labor history that was implicit in his 
terminology. He was concerned above all to demonstrate that the advance 
of machinery in mid-Victorian Britain also meant a concomitant increase 
in physical toil. In this respect Samuel's article reproduces on its novel ter
rain the familiar linear paleomarxist conception of capitalism's temporal
ity. Samuel's claim that mechanization could increase toil is not so much 
wrong as one-sided; what it fails to recognize is that uneven development 
also created (and continues to create) significant pockets of privilege in the 
working class. The famous"golden age of the handloom weavers" is an early 
and obvious example. Weavers had high wages and enviable working con
ditions in the twenty years or so between the development of machine 
spinning and the general adoption of the power loom. The flood of cheap 
machine-spun yarns caused a sharp decline in finished cloth prices, which 
caused a prodigious expansion in the demand for cloth, which in turn 
caused a scarcity of the as yet irreplaceable labor of weavers. Their earnings 
consequently stayed high until the power loom destroyed their temporary 
advantage. The case of the handloom weavers has been recreated again and 
again in the history of capitalism, with infinite variations, from the mule
spinners of mid-nineteenth-century Lancashire, to the skilled engineers of 
the nineteenth-century machine industry, to the computer programmers 
of Silicon Valley. Such pockets of privilege are not permanent; they may 
last for a few years or for several decades, but the unpredictable lurches 
of capitalist development eventually wipe them out. However, the same 
lurches that destroy privileged job sectors may also create new ones. Capi
talist development does not result, as Samuel's account seems to imply, in 
a relentless increase in toil. Instead, its effect on the labor force has been a 
widely varied, continually changing, kaleidoscopic mixture of exploitation 
and privilege. 

The history of Marseille's dockworkers in the nineteenth century illus
trates with particular clarity how the uneven development intrinsic to cap
italism could create, and in time destroy, a privileged category of workers. 
From 1815 to the 1850s, booming maritime capitalism, combined with un
changing technical and organizational conditions on the docks, raised the 
dockworkers from obscurity to a position unique not only in Marseille but 
possibly in all of France. Then, in the course of a few years, a capitalist re
organization of waterfront work destroyed the dockworkers' niche, reduc
ing them to little more than unskilled laborers. Although the position of 
Marseille's dockworkers was unusual, then, their story traces out a broad 
pattern that has been repeated over and over during the history of capital-
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ism. But if the broad pattern is repeated over and over, each instance of the 
pattern is unique, surprising, and unpredictable. The lurches of capitalist 
development and the patterns of privilege and devastation they leave in 
their wake must always be explained historically. That is to say, we must 
use the tools of historical analysis to reconstruct the complex articulations 
of trends, routines, and events-unique in each case we examine-that 
sustain or undermine profitability, construct more or less durable ecolog
ical niches, advantage one sector of capital or labor over another, create 
new opportunities for profitable investment, forge political protections for 
certain forms of enterprise, or otherwise shape and reshape the field of 
production and exchange. I find the concept of uneven development at
tractive precisely because it indicates that what I am calling the logics of 
history-fatefulness, contingency, complexity, eventfulness, and causal 
heterogeneity-are no less applicable to the history of labor, the economy, 
or capitalism than to history of any other kind. 

I have set two goals for this chapter: to explore the problem of social 
reproduction in an environment of change and to develop an empirically 
based critique of the reigning concepts of temporality in labor history. The 
goals are intellectually distinct. But both depend on an analysis of the same 
complex temporalities that are braided together in the dockworkers' his
tory. The dockworkers' ability to sustain their privileged position is in
comprehensible except as an outcome of the specific trends, events, and 
routines that made their detailed control over work on the docks accept
able to Marseille's merchants and municipal authorities. But, from another 
perspective, it is the same combination of trends, events, and routines that 
made their relation to capitalist production and exchange divergent from 
the norm, that constituted Marseille's waterfront as a site of unevenness in 
the context of the French and European economy. If the two intellectual 
goals of this chapter remain distinct, attaining either of them is possible 
only by means of a close analysis of the contingent but patterned history 
of work on Marseille's docks. It is to that analysis that we now turn. 

THE DOCKWORKERS' GOLDEN AGE 

Marseille's dockworkers (portef aix) were a sufficiently extraordinary case 
that they were much remarked on by local authorities and other observers, 
especially during their own "golden age" in the r84os and r85os.7 It is there-

7. The dispute in the late 1850s and early 1860s that eventually destroyed the dockworkers' 
privileged position generated tracts and police files now kept in the ADBdR. The dockworkers' 
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fore easier to write their history than those of most nineteenth-century 
working-class trades. Nevertheless, the documentation, however ample 

for some purposes, is extremely scarce for others. This chapter, like most 
"history from the bottom up;' contains a good deal of hypothetical recon
struction based on scattered, diverse, and fragmentary evidence. It should 
be noted that at certain absolutely crucial points, the argument depends 
entirely on quantitative data derived from an extensive analysis of Mar
seille's marriage registers. The chapter therefore additionally illustrates 
the value of the quantitative techniques developed by social historians in 
the 1960s and 1970s and generally abandoned by more recent cultural his
tory- even in an argument whose overall style is far more interpretive 
than positivist. Because the evidence is so incomplete, it seems best to be

gin with a portrait of the dockworkers in the 1840s and 1850s, which can 
be based on relatively complete documentation, and work backward into 
the earlier and more obscure decades. 

Perhaps the most obvious indication of the dockworkers' privileged 
position at mid-century was their wage level. Estimates of dockworkers' 

earnings dating from the 1840s range from four to five-and-a-half francs a 
day. Dockworkers were actually paid on a piecework basis, so the earnings 
might in fact vary considerably around these sums. Because work on the 

docks was subject to periodic unemployment (when, for example, there 
were slumps in trade or the direction of the winds made it impossible for 
sailing ships to enter the port), these figures cannot simply be multiplied 
by the standard six-day week to derive an average weekly wage. But even 
taking unemployment into account, dockworkers were among the best

paid workers in the city. Their earnings were at least twice those of other 

society was also studied in some detail during this period by two social investigators: Audiganne 
(1860, 2:265-68), and Laurent (1865, 2:547-52). For earlier decades, the evidence is sparser but 
still better than for most other trades. Particularly useful are the papers of the mayor's office 
from the Restoration period (1814-30 ), which are preserved in series I of the Archives de la Ville 
de Marseille (hereafter, AVM). The late Victor Nguyen's Diplome d'Etudes Superieur (1961) is 
an excellent study of the dockworkers. Unfortunately, only the final portion of this diplOme, less 
interesting for my purposes than the earlier portions, has been published (Nguyen 1962). Al· 
though I differ with Nguyen on a number of points, I have learned a great deal from his work, as 
my footnotes in this article will testify. I also learned much about both the history of Marseille 
and the mysteries of its archives from many hours of conversation with him in 1967 and 1968 

when I was carrying out my own dissertation research. More recent studies include Cornu (1974, 

1999) and Claverie (1999). Particularly valuable is Gontier (1988), which systematically mines 
various "literary" sources on the dockworkers, carries out a painstaking analysis of the dock· 
workers' society's changing regulations, and carefully reconstructs the geography and organiza
tion of Marseille's port. 
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men engaged in heavy manual labor-for example, ditchdiggers or ma, 
sons' laborers - and were well above those of most artisans, who usually 
received between three and three,and,a,half francs a day. In fact, dock, 

workers' wages were matched only by such highly skilled workers as glass, 
blowers, shipwrights, machinists, watchmakers, and printers.8 These high 
wages were maintained in part by strict limitations on entry into dock, 
working. It was very difficult to become a dockworker unless one's father 
already practiced the trade. Among dockworkers who were married in 
1846or1851, no fewer than 70 percent were dockworkers' sons. This was by 
far the highest rate of inheritance of any occupation in the city, working, 
class or bourgeois; the next five occupations were fishermen with 58 per, 

cent, ropemakers with 47, tilemakers with 46, tanners with 43, and nego
ciants or wholesale merchants (the top bourgeois occupation) with 42. The 
average rate for all occupations was only 23 percent.9 These figures make it 
clear that the dockworkers' lucrative trade was a kind of hereditary pos, 
session for their families. 

The dockworkers' high earnings and high level of occupational inheri, 
tance would have been impossible without a powerful labor organization. 
As I have already noted, the dockworkers were organized openly and un, 
abashedly. Their"Society of Saint Peter and Saint Paul and of Our Lady of 
Mercy" was authorized by local officials in 1817, shortly after the defeat of 
Napoleon and the restoration of the Bourbon monarchy. Officially a mu-

' , ' 

tual benefit society, it was actually a reconstitution of the dockworkers' 
guild from the Old Regime. The guild dated back at least to the end of the 
fourteenth century, but its statutes were first written down in 1704. These 
had been amended in 1789,just before the French Revolution; the statutes 
of 1814, in turn, were an amended version of those of 1789.10 In1814, mem
bers of the old guild and their sons could join the mutual aid society by 
paying a nominal fee of eight francs, while all other applicants had to pay 
eighty francs, a sum equivalent to better than a month's wages for most 
manual workers (AVM: l I l/35, 1370). These entry fees were the same as 

8. Wage figures for all these trades are available in Travaux (1837-73, 4:52-53; 5:346-47; 9:72-

73), and in"Enquete sur le travail agricole et industriel;' Archives Nationales: C 947. 

9. These figures are based on a computer-aided analysis of Marseille's marriage registers from 

1821-221 1846, 1851, and 1869 (AVM, series 201 E). The marriage registers indicate the occupa

tions of both bridegrooms and their fathers. For a thorough discussion of these data, see Sewell 

(1985b, esp. 317-19). This quantitative research was supported by a National Science Foundation 

Grant SOC 72-05249-AO 1. 
10. The statutes of 1789 and 1817 are available in AVM: 1 I 1/351 1370. See also Zanzi (1969, 

4-7), and Laurent (1865, 2:458-59). 
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in the Old Regime corporation. In 1841, when the society's statutes were 
revised again, the entry fee charged for non-dockworkers' sons was in
creased to the impossible sum of a thousand francs.11 Besides erecting 
these high financial barriers to admission, the dockworkers' society could 
simply refuse membership to men who attempted to enter, even if they 
could pay the fee. 

Restrictions on entry into the dockworkers' society also meant restric
tions on entry into the trade, for the society maintained a monopoly over 
the loading and unloading of ships in Marseille's harbor. Under the Old 
Regime, members of the guild had the exclusive privilege of carrying a spe
cial dockworkers' sack, and any man who worked on the docks without this 
mark of membership could be fined one hundred livres. This practice lost 
its legal standing after the Revolution, but it continued to be strictly ob
served. In fact, the 1817 statutes of the dockworkers' society included as one 
of its regulations that"only dockworkers admitted into the society have the 
right to carry the sack" (AVM: l I l/35, 1370). Until the l86os, it was impos
sible to work on the docks of Marseille without being a member of the dock
workers' society and carrying the identifying sack (Laurent 1865, 2:548-49 ). 

The Society of Saint Peter and Saint Paul and of Our Lady of Mercy 
had a much more elaborate formal organization than most nineteenth
century mutual aid societies, more elaborate, in fact, than many eighteenth
century guilds. It had a Grand Conseil of sixty members that set general 
policy and a Petit Conseil of twelve that managed its day-to-day business. 
The Petit Conseil was responsible, for example, for organizing celeb~ations ... 
on the festival day of Saints Peter and Paul, with masses, processions, and 
acts of charity. The Petit Conseil was composed of six"visitors of the sick" 
and six "priors" (prieurs ). The visitors of the sick were charged with admin
istering the society's generous benefits, which amounted to six francs a 
week plus doctors' fees and medications in cases of sickness and five francs 
a week in retirement benefits for men who had worked on the docks for 
thirty years or more. To finance these benefits, the society required its 
members to pay 3 percent of their earnings as dues.12 By r852, the society 
had holdings of 232,666 francs, placed in various banks and in municipal 

bonds (Nguyen 1961, 14-15). 

n. Laurent (1865, 2:549-50); Nguyen (1961, 15). A thousand francs amounted to an entire 
year's earnings for a skilled worker. 

12. These are the provisions in the statutes of 1817. They were modified slightly in 1853. The 

1853 statutes, which were printed together with a reproduction of the statutes of 1817, are avail~ 

able in ADBdR: XIV M 25/I. 
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The priors were responsible for all affairs of the society connected with 
work on the docks: mediating disputes between teams of dockworkers or 
between dockworkers and merchants, making sure that teams were not 
competing with one another so as to drive down wages, and above all en
suring that only members of the society were employed on the water
front.13 The priors also administered an institution known as "La Muse:' 
Dockworkers who were not members of a regular team, or whose team 
had no job on a given day, would report to the Muse, ~here they were 
placed on a register in orde·r of appearance, to be given daily work as it be
came available. Any job not being handled by a regular team had to be 
channeled through the Muse, and in certain categories of work, for ex
ample the unloading of grains, half the dockworkers hired for the job had 
to come from the Muse (Gontier 1988, 30). By means of the Muse, the 
dockworkers' society was able to apportion equitably the available work 
and to cushion its members against unemployment.14 Finally, the priors 
were responsible for overseeing the nature and techniques of work. The 
society was resolutely opposed to any technical innovations, and in 1853 it 
adopted a regulation formally banning all wheeled vehicles from the 
docks, prescribing that all burdens be carried on the dockworkers' backs 
(ADBdR: XIV M 25/1). The society not only had a monopoly of work on 
the docks, it also determined how the work was to be done and, through 
its priors, enforced its own regulations. Its control of work was virtually 
absolute. 

In the 1840s and 1850s, then, the dockworkers enjoyed an enviable po
sition. Not only were they extremely well paid but they had unmatched 
job security, a workable pension plan, and an equitable system of allocat
ing work during periods of unemployment. Their elaborately organized 
society was tolerated by the authorities, and by means of their society the 
dockworkers themselves controlled the organization and pace of their 
work, kept interlopers off the docks, and saw to it that good wages and 
working conditions were maintained. Moreover, dockworkers knew they 
could pass all these advantages on to their sons. By comparison with al
most any other workers in Marseille, or in France for that matter, the 
dockworkers had a very comfortable situation. 

13. AVM: l I 1/35, 1370; ADBdR: XIV M 25/I; Nguyen (1961, 14-15). 
14. AVM: l I l/ 35, 1370; ADBdR: XIV M 25/I; Gontier (1988, 30-33); Ng_uyen (1961, 16); Lau~ 

rent (1865, 2:549). 
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ESTABLISHING AND REPRODUCING PRIVILEGE 

The privileges of the dockworkers' society were firmly institutionalized
transformed into a network of reproducible routines-in the first years of 
the Restoration. But the reproduction of these privileges did not guaran
tee prosperity immediately; they became genuinely lucrative only when 
the long capitalist boom of the second quarter of the nineteenth century 
quickened the activity of Marseille's port. The dockworkers"'golden age;' 
that is to say, resulted from the specific combination of a set of institu
tionalized routines with a long-term trend. And the initial institutional-

' ization was the consequence of an event: the Bourbon Restoration. ~he 
dockworkers' society was established by a provisional decree of the Mar
quis d'Albertas, the prefect of the Bouches-du-Rhone, in 1814, only a few 
months after the restoration of the Bourbon monarchy. The statutes of 
the society were then officially approved in 1817 by the Marquis de Mont
grand, mayor of Marseille. Unfortunately, the precise dynamics of this 
founding event remain obscure; existing documents do not make entirely 
clear the reasons ford' Albertas's and de Montgrand's support of the dock
workers. It was, of course, far from rare for officials of the Restoration to 

have sympathy for Old Regime guilds, which were viewed by many con
servatives as a means of maintaining deference and discipline among the 
lower orders. But the Restoration's official policy was to maintain econom
ically liberal Revolutionary and Napoleonic legislation, and no wholesale 
reestablishment of the guilds was undertaken. Indeed, no other trade in 
Marseille was treated even remotely like the dockworkers, and few, if any, 
were so treated elsewhere in France. From both a national and a local per
spective, the dockworkers' society was an anomaly. Official sanction for its 
statutes would have been impossible to obtain had not the authorities re
garded the dockworkers' and their association as somehow exceptional. 

In fact; when de Montgrand proposed official approval of the dock
workers' statutes in 1817, the Comte de Villeneuve-Bargement, d' Albertas's 
successor as prefect, questioned their legality. De Montgrand, who was the 
dockworkers' principal patron from 1814 until he resigned from office after 
the July Revolution in 1830, managed to overcome the prefect's misgivings. 
In a letter of September 291 1817,he claimed-implausibly, it must besaid
that even under the Old Regime the dockworkers' association had not had 
"the character of a privileged corporation"; its statutes had been"purely the 
result of measures of public interest decreed ... for the maintenance of an 
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order necessary among the men of that profession:' These reasons were as 
valid in 1817 as they had been before the French Revolution; the society's 

regulations would maintain"a discipline extremely favorable to tranquility, 

to public order, to the observation of principles of honesty and fidelity in

dispensable to the interests of commerce:' Moreover, de Montgrand ar
gued, regulations analogous to the proposed statutes of Marseille's dock
workers existed for work "on the quays and in the ports" of cities all over 

France. He even procured a copy of the recently enacted statutes of the 
dockworkers of Nantes to illustrate this argument. The Nantes statutes, 
however, were in fact far from comparable. They established no dock

workers' society with the power to limit entry into the occupation or to po
lice the docks, and the mayor of Nantes prefaced the regulations govern
ing dock work with this statement: "It is not possible, according to the 
principles of current laws, to accord to [the dockworkers] an exclusive 
privilege for the work in question:' The Nantes statutes actually indicate 
how extraordinary the Marseille dockworkers' association was-although 
recent research seems to indicate that it was by no means rare for munici
pal governments in port cities to establish some sort of regulation of work 

on the docks. 15 Finally, de Montgrand argued that approving the statutes 
would have the additional benefit of assuring the dockworkers' loyalty to 
the new monarchical regime. "I will not speak, Monsieur le Comte, of the 
essential advantage there is for authority, from the political point of view, 
of keeping under a regular dependence, by its direct action on the heads of 
the association, a so numerous mass of men whose lapses or movements 

could in many circumstances be very disquieting" (AVM: l I l/35). 

But this political advantage was actually incidental to the central point. 
Dock work, de Montgrand implied, had a special public character that dis
tinguished it from other trades, and it was therefore acceptable for the mu~ 

nicipality to approve regulations that ensured its orderly performance. De 
Montgrand never spelled out exactly what made the dockworkers different 
from other workers. Perhaps it is that they worked outdoors, in a public 

15. Barzman (1999, 59) indicates that the municipality of Le Havre in the 1820s maintained 
a list of three different categories of dockworkers, designated specific locations where they were 
to be hired, and saw to it that only those on the lists could work on the docks. These practices 

seem to have been suppressed with the coming of the more openly liberal July Monarchy in 1830. 
Pigenet (2004) speaks of the labor regime on the docks in French ports of the first half of the 
nineteenth century as characterized by a "veiled guild system" (258). His evidence, however, 
seems to come almost exclusively from Marseille and Le Havre. I have seen no evidence to date 

that other ports had dockworkers' organizations with anything approaching the elaborateness 
or power of Marseille's dockworkers' society. 
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space controlled by the municipality, rather than in enclosed, private spaces 
subject to the private discipline of the proprietor or entrepreneur. This 
might make it seem that the regulation of dock work was a simple exercise 
of the municipality's police authority.16 But it was certainly extraordinary, 
in the nineteenth century, to delegate such police authority to the dock
workers' organization, making it-like the old regime guilds-a kind of 
semipublic institution. The dockworkers' society, under Old Regime and 
new, was expected to perform certain public functions for the municipal
ity. It was required by its statutes, both in 1789 and in 1817, to constitute it
self as an emergency fire brigade at the command of the municipality 
(ADBdR: XIV M 25/1; AVM: l I l/35). During the eighteenth century, the 
dockworkers' corporation had frequently been called in by the municipal
ity to help maintain order, for example, in 1777 during an official visit of 
Louis XVI's brother, in 1781 to guard the door of the cathedral during a 
mass celebrating the birth of the Dauphin, in 1784 during a balloon launch
ing, and in 1789 after the pillaging of the house of a tax farmer (Zanzi 1969, 

39-40). 
In any case, the dockworkers' society was treated very differently from 

associations organized by other groups of workers, either in Marseille or 
elsewhere-whose attempts to limit entry into the trade, to control the na
ture and pace of work, or to maintain wage levels had to be carried on in se
cret. De Montgrand approved the charter of the dockworkers' society, de
fended it against the prefect, and was deeply involved in the day-to-day 
administration of its affairs-intervening in disputes about work, fines, 
and expulsions.17 During his tenure, de Montgrand seems to have regc;irded 
the dockworkers' society almost as an auxiliary branch of the mu~Jcipal 
government, one subject to his continual and benevolent oversight. There 
is little doubt that de Montgrand's actions, as the Comte de Villeneuve
Bargemont suspected, violated the spirit and the letter of the law, and in the 
end there is no way of knowing why de Montgrand showered such favor on 
the dockworkers. But the dockworkers certainly took full advantage of his 
patronage. 

This persistent support of the municipality enabled the dockworkers' 
society to establish itself firmly-indeed, to all intents legally-on the wa
terfront. Institutionally, the dockworkers' society seems to have functioned 
as effectively in the 1820s as it later did during the dockworkers' golden age 

16. Pigenet (1988, 258) implies that the authorities in Le Havre reasoned in this way. 
17. See the mayor's correspondence in AVM: 1I1/36. 



in the 1840s and 1850s. Although dockworkers seem to have been involved 
in more disputes with other transport workers in the 1810s and 1820s than 

in succeeding decades, they successfully maintained their monopoly against 
all challenges. No satisfactory figures on wages are available for the early 
decades, but what evidence there is indicates that the piece~rates paid to 
dockworkers were essentially the same in the late 1810s as at mid-century.18 

The marriage registers of the early 1820s show that the occupation of 

dockworker had been passed from father to son at essentially the same 
high rate in the 1820s as at mid-century. Dockworkers who were married 

in 1821or1822 were sons of dockworkers in 73 percent of the cases-as at 
mid-century, the highest rate of inheritance of any occupation in the city. 
In all these respects, the dockworkers' control over their trade seems to 
have been as solid in the 1820s as it was in the 1840s or 1850s. 

Even with all these advantages, dockworkers seem to have been far less 
prosperous in the late 1810s and the 1820s than they became in subsequent 
decades. During the French Revolution and the Napoleonic period, dock
workers had been decimated by the effects of maritime war and blockade, 

which had cut the traffic of the port to a trickle. Even after the revival of 
maritime commerce in the 1820s, their situation was by no means splen

did. It was only the long capitalist upswing of the French and European 
economies during the second quarter of the nineteenth century that made 

possible the prosperity of the 1840s and 1850s. Between 1821 and 1851, the 
population of Marseille nearly doubled, and the traffic of the port more 
than doubled, with the precise figure varying according to the method of 

estimation.19 This prodigious growth in port traffic is traced in figure l. 

The spectacular rise before the crisis of the late 1840s was a consequence 
of several factors: an absence of general European wars, an expansion of 
world trade, the development of industry in Marseille, in France, and in 

the rest of Europe, and improvements in communications from Marseille 
to the inland of France. 20 

18. Nguyen (1961, 28) found fragments of piece-rate schedules for various grains, which in

dicate that rates had risen by no more than 10 percent between 1818 and 1853. 

19. The population of Marseille increased from 109,485 in 1821 to 195,135 in 1851 (Sewell 

1985b, 147). The amount of customs duties paid in the port of Marseille rose by 178 percent from 

1817-21to1847-51; the carrying capacity of ships entering the port rose by 121 percent from 1825-

29 (the first years for which these figures are available) to 1847-51. The choice of different start
ing and ending points for such comparisons would result in somewhat different figures, but 

nearly all estimates indicate something between a doubling and tripling of maritime commerce 

from the early 1820s to the late 1840s. The figures are derived from Tulliany (1842, 1:145, 162), , , t 
Bousquet and Sapet (1857, 25!...z9), and Travau.x (1837-73, 1:70; 19:92): 

20. For a fuller discussion of the growth of maritime commerce, see Sewell (1985b, 18-23). 



Figure l. Carrying capacity of vessels entering the port of Marseille, 1825-70, in 

thousand tons. Adapted from William H. Sewell Jr., Structure and Mobility: The Men and 

Women of Marseille, 1820-1870 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985). 

One would expect this rapid increase in the activity of the port to have 
brought about an equivalent rise in the number of dockworkers. But that 
was not the case. There are no really satisfactory figures for the number of 
dockworkers employed in the city before the middle of the nineteenth cen
tury, but a rough estimate of changes in the size of the labor force can be 
derived from figures for the number of dockworkers who married in a 
given year.21 This figure averaged thirty-nine per year in 1821and1822, and 

21. The normally relatively accurate "Enquete sur le travail agricole et industriel" estimates 
(Archives Nationales: C 947) put the number of dockworkers at mid·century at 2,500, whereas 
the far more accurate figures derived from a sample of every tenth household in the census of 1851 

indicate only l,SJO. This remarkable overestimate, which I suspect was supplied to the Chamber 
of Commerce's investigators by the dockworkers' society, should make one wary of accepting any 
contemporary estimates not based on solid figures of some kind. There are, unfortunately, no cen, 
sus figures giving occupation before 1851. Under these circumstances, figures from the marriage 
registers seem the best alternative. The number of men in a given occupation who were married 
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remained essentially unchanged, at an average of thirty-seven per year, in 
1846 and 1851. Thus, in a period when the amount of labor to be done ap
proximately doubled, the number of dockworkers available to do it seems 

to have remained essentially constant. These figures indicate an enormous 
change in the market for dockworkers' labor, one that, according to con
ventional economic theory, should have resulted in a steep rise in wage 
rates. Yet the evidence, which admittedly is thin, indicates no important 

rise in the piece-rates paid to dockworkers in this period. What the avail
able evidence suggests is a quite different development but one no less fa
vorable to the dockworkers. 

By all reports, Marseille's dockworkers were able to<handle the volume 

of goods that entered the port in the 1840s without relaxing either restric
tions on entry into their society or control over work on the docks. This 
implies that there must have been a good deal of slack twenty or thirty 
years earlier, when the same number of men were handling only half as 

much work. If unemployment and underemployment were common in the 

1820s and early 1830s, the main effect of the sustained commercial expan
sion on Marseille's dockworkers may not have been to increase wage rates 

but rather to increase the level of employment-by increasing either 
hours of labor, intensity of labor, or both. Since dockworkers were paid at 
fixed piece-rates, the result of any of these increases in employment should 

have been a proportional rise in their earnings. Evidence bearing on this 
question is both extremely scarce and indirect, but most of it is compatible 

with the hypothesis of a constant labor force whose level of employment 
rose substantially over time. 

The first piece of evidence-hardly conclusive-is literary in nature. It 
derives from the memoirs of Victor Gelu, a writer and singer of Provenc;al 
songs, who was born in a popular quarter of Marseille in 1806. As a young 
man in the middle 1820s, Gelu spent much of his leisure time with young 
worker friends. Dockworkers were especially prominent among his drink
ing companions. When he was looking for entertainment, Gelu would 
stroll down to his neighborhood barbershop, which had a back room where 
young men gathered to talk, drink, and gamble. There he was always sure 
of finding plenty of dockworkers temporarily out of work; according to 
Gelu, this particular barbershop had so many dockworkers that it "had 

depends on a number of factors besides the total number employed in the occupation, such as the 
age structure of the trade, changes in the age at marriage or the rate of marriage, and so on. Nev~ 

ertheless, this statistic is probably accurate enough to provide a rough estimate of the magnitude 
of change in the si:ze of an occupation over time. 
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become almost a branch office of the Muse" (Gelu 1971, 143). From Gelu's 
account, it would appear that days of unemployment were a normal expe
rience of dockworkers, or at least of young dockworkers, in the.182os. 

The second piece of evidence-suggestive but not much more conclu
sive than the first-is the pattern of contestation on the docks. The period 
of the largest number of disputes seems to have been the late 1810s and the 
early 1820s, and, from what little we know of these disputes, they usually 
involved the problem of unemployment in some way. Thus, in 1819 and 
1821, the dockworkers protested that sailors were being used to unload 
ships, thereby depriving them of work; in 1824, dockworkers who were 
registered at the Muse complained to the priors that some of the masters 
were bypassing the Muse and taking on new men of their own c.qpice. 
Throughout the period, there were troubles between dockworkeJ;S and 
robeirols-laborers who waited around on street corners, ready to under
take assorted carrying tasks (Nguyen 1961, 19-22; AVM: l I l/ 36). In prin
ciple, these robeirols were easily distinguishable from dockworkers by the 
baskets they wore on their backs for carrying their loads.22 This pattern of 
frequent disputes involving issues of employment in the 1820s was fol
lowed by a virtual absence of disputes in the 1830s and 1840s fits the hy
pothesis of initially high levels of unemployment, followed by increasingly 
full employment in the 1830s and 1840s. One might have expected a rather 
different pattern had the rise in demand for dockworkers' labor been met 
mainly by changes in wage rates. In such circumstances, one might have 
expected relative quiescence in the early period, when high unemployment 
rates would have put workers in a weak bargaining position, and increas
ing contestation over wage levels as the workers took advantage of their in
creasing relative scarcity to force a rise in their rates. 

The third piece of evidence-in my opinion, somewhat more conclu
sive than the other two- concerns changes in the number of workers 
employed in other heavy transportation trades. Although the number of 
dockworkers appearing on the marriage registers remained constant, the 
number of men identifying themselves as "carters" or "loaders" rose very 
sharply, from only fifteen per year in the early 1820s to fifty-three per year 
at mid-century. If these carters and loaders are added to the thirty-nine 
and then thirty-seven dockworkers, the rise in transportation workers as 
a whole was from fifty-four in the early 1820s to ninety at mid-century, not 

22. This requirement that robeirols wear the pallier was written into the statutes of the dock
workers' society in 1817. ADBdR: XIV M 25/I. 
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Table 1. Number of Transport Workers Marrying 

increase increase 
1821-22 1846-51 

1821-22 1846-51 1869 to 1846-51 to 1869 

Dockworkers marrying per year 39 37 49 -6% +32% 

Other transport workers marrying 
per year 15 53 78 +253% +47% 

Total 54 90 127 +67% +41% 

as steep as the rise in the traffic of the port but not far behind (see table l). 
These figures seem to indicate a major change in the division of labor be
tween the privileged dockworkers and the distinctly unprivileged loaders 
and carters. 23 

I have been able to find no direct evidence about division of labor in the 
transportation trades. However, two hypotheses suggest themselves, one 
concerning changes in the work done by dockworkers and the other con
cerning changes in the work done by carters and loaders. According to the 
first hypothesis, in the 1820s, dockworkers may have been supplementing 
the earnings they gained from loading and unloading ships by engaging in 
assorted other carrying and hauling jobs that they picked up on a day
labor basis. Hence, as the traffic of the port rose in the 1830s and 1840s, 
they would have concentrated their efforts exclusively on the high-paying 
work of loading and unloading ships, leaving less lucrative carrying work 
to loaders and carters. The second hypothesis would suggest that dock
workers may not have engaged in other transportation labor even in the 
1820s but that, as the volume of goods to be unloaded ~ose in the later 1830s 
and 1840s, they found ways to employ carters and loaders as auxiliary 
workers on the docks under the close supervision and control of the dock
workers' society, perhaps in moving goods to warehouses or to different lo
cations on the docks or to warehouses elsewhere in the city once they had 
been unloaded from ships by dockworkers. 24 This arrangement would have 

23. The dockworkers and the carters and loaders were from distinct social origins. Only 37 

percent of the carters and loaders who married in Marseille in 1846 and 1851 had been born in 
Marseille, as against 89 percent of the dockworkers. Forty-one percent of the carters and load

ers were sons of agriculturalists and 29 percent sons of unskilled workers. 
24. This might explain a remark in the journal of the utopian socialist Flora Tristan, who 

briefly visited Marseille during her"tour de France" in 1844. She claimed that dockworkers who 
had contracted for a job would sometimes employ female Italian laborers, whom they could pay 
at exploitative rates, to do the actual carrying. Tristan denounced this profiteering as "white 

slavery" and as a prime example of"the exploitation of man by man" (Tristan 2001, 1:61; see 

also Cornu 1999, 173). 
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made it possible to utilize the cheap labor of carters and loaders without 
giving up the dockworkers' monopoly on cargo handling. The fact that the 
dockworkers' society was moved to ban the use of wheeled vehicles on the 
docks in 1853 suggests that some such experiments must have been going 
on. Either of these changes, or some combination of the two, would be 
consistent with the quantitative data. In any case, it seems clear that, as the 
traffic of the port increased, the dockworkers drew the practical boundary 
separating their work from that of other transportation laborers more 
tightly around the actual loading and unloading of ships.25 

The available evidence suggests a marked improvement in the dock
workers' real conditions between the 1820s and mid-century, in spite of the 
continuity of institutions. The dockworkers' society was no less elaborate 
in the 1820s than it became by mid-century, its monopoly of work on the 
docks was no less enforceable, and men were every bit as capable of pass
ing their occupations on to their sons. But these privileges (and privileges 
they were in the 1820s) were far less lucrative than they became by the 
1840s. Unemployment and underemployment were endemic. Wages were 
good as long as work was available, but days without work were all too 
common. Hence dockworkers spent many daylight hours drinking and 
playing cards in the local bistros and cafes and may also have taken low
paying jobs doing assorted hauling and carrying to make ends meet. In a 
time when work on the docks was scarce, there were conflicts about its 
allocation among dockworkers, between dockworkers and sailors, or be
tween dockworkers and robeirols. Dockworkers were by no means desper
ate or impoverished in the 1820s or early 1830s; their wages were good, and 
income could be supplemented by occasional day labor. But they were by 
no means so prosperous as they became by mid-century. 

THE ECOLOGY OF DOCKWORKER PRIVILEGE 

By the 1840s, some prominent Marseillais had begun to denounce the 
dockworkers' society for its restrictive practices. The most notable was 
Jules Julliany, premier adjoint to the mayor under the July Monarchy, and 
the author of a vast compendium on the commerce of the city. Writing in 
the early 1840s, he proposed that the city's merchants act to rid themselves 
of "this monopoly (that has J always weighed on the commerce of Mar
seille" by simply ignoring the regulations of the dockworkers' society and 

25. This conclusion also seems consistent with Gontier's (I988) analysis of the changing di
vision oflabor on the docks. 
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hiring other workers of their choice. This action, Julliany implied, would 
probably be met by violent resistance from the dockworkers' society. But, 
if the merchants' chosen workers "were troubled or menaced, judicial au
thority, aided if necessary by military authority, would not fail to arrest 
and punish those who made themselves guilty of assaults or threats" (1842, 

3:455). Julliany was certainly right that the state, if called in, would have 
backed the merchants and broken the dockworkers' monopoly by force: 
the restrictive practices of the dockworkers' society were a blatant viola
tion of the criminal code and the Le Chapelier law. Moreover, dock work 
did not require a long period of training, and there were always plenty of 
badly paid and underemployed men in the city-particularly, Italian im
migrants-who could h~ve been recruited to load ships at rates far below 
those maintained by the'dockworkers' society. Yet the merchants ignored 
Julliany's suggestions and continued uncomplainingly to accept the soci
ety's restrictive regulations and pay its high rates. Given the reputation of 
Marseille's merchants as astute businessmen, it is puzzling that they con
tinued to submit to this apparently costly monopoly, especially after 1830, 

when the mayor who had been the dockworkers' patron had resigned, and 
the officials of the July Monarchy were loudly declaiming the virtues of 
laissez faire. 

There are reasons to think that the merchants knew what they were 
doing, but explaining the merchants' toleration of the dockworkers' soci
ety requires a closer look at the organizational ecology and the daily rou
tines of work on the docks. The loading of ships was carried out by teams 
of dockworkers, which might consist of ten to twenty men, headed by a 
master dockworker (see fig. 2). The masters were named not by the dock
workers' society but by the merchant whose goods were being handled. 26 

A master was the merchant's representative on the docks. He recruited, 
organized, supervised, and paid his team of workers, and handled the 
sometimes complex formalities of customs clearance as well. 27 According 
to tradition, each dockworker, master included, was to get an equal share 

26. On the relationship between the masters and the dockworkers who worked under them, 

see the excellent discussion of Gontier ( 1988, 27-30 ). 

27. Frani;:ois Mazuy (1853, 206), an acute contemporary observer of Marseillais society, 

pointed out that under the protectionist tariff regime of the mid-nineteenth century, "to send a 

parcel, or a barrel, has become a difficult art;' and that the master dockworker, "raised since his 

earliest childhood inside the customs labyrinth" and therefore able to deal with "these petty for

malities;' could "save the house that he represents on the docks from major difficulties:' 



Figure 2. A team of dockworkers unloading grain in the old port in 1876. The master is 

standing with crossed legs and smoking a pipe. Unloading of grains in the old port continued 

to be undertaken by traditionally organized teams of dockworkers even in the 1870s, after the 

general monopoly of the dockworkers' society had been broken. "Debarquement de ble sur le 

quai de Rive-Neuve;' by Alfonse Moutte. Courtesy of the Musee du Vieux-Marseille. 
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of pay for the work accomplished. A master, however, could work for more 
than one merchant and could have more than one team working at a given 
time; he also probably benefited from various bonuses and gratuities from 

the merchant (Nguyen 1961, 38 ). A few master dockworkers actually be
came well-to-do; twenty of them (out of perhaps one hundred) met the 
substantial property qualifications required to become electors of the July 
Monarchy in 1844 (Nguyen 1961, 40 ). But the masters and simple work
men were equal in the eyes of the dockworkers' society: no privileges at
tached to the position, and dues, fees, obligations, and benefits of member
ship were the same for all. Masters were over-represented among officers of 
the society, but they never monopolized offices and there seem to have 
been very few complaints of prejudicial treatment by the ordinary workers. 
For whatever reasons- and the sources unfortunately are virtually silent 
on relations between masters and workers-teams of dockworkers seem 
generally to have worked together in harmony. 

The master and his team of dockworkers were employed directly by the 
merchant whose goods were being handled. Marseille's merchants in the 
mid-nineteenth century carried on business much as they had in the eigh
teenth or seventeenth centuries. It was typical for each voyage of a ship to 
be financed by a different group of businessmen. The ship's captain, mer
chants whose goods were to be carried, and perhaps a banker or indepen
dent capitalist would become partners for a single voyage. When the ship 
returned, the profits or losses would be divided and the partnership dis
solved, and a new partnership, normally including a different set of part
ners, would be established. A given merchant would be involved in several 
different ventures at once. He might have three or four ships coming in 
during a two-week period and then have none the next month.28 A mer
chant's demand for labor was therefore extremely sporadic; he wanted to 
be able to hire a team of men when he needed them, and he wanted to be 
sure that they would do the work efficiently and honestly with a minimum 
of supervision. Rather than having to hire an assistant to supervise load
ing and unloading operations, merchants could count on the master dock
workers and their teams to take charge of the work when it needed doing. 
The dockworkers' society itself guaranteed responsible and orderly work 
on the docks, mediating whatever disputes might arise, providing extra 
workers from the Muse when they were required, and generally oversee-

28. See Carriere (1973, 2:875-984), for a lucid and detailed description of Marseille's mer~ 
cantile capitalism in the eighteenth century. 
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. 
ing loading and unloading of ships. From this perspective, the high wages 
paid to the dockworkers begin to seem a much better bargain. When a 
merchant hired a team of dockworkers, he was getting much more than 
willing muscles; he was also, in effect, putting-out or subcontracting the 
management of dock work to the masters and the dockworkers' society. 

The high wages paid to dockworkers thus bought both physical labor 
and management services. But they also bought something else: security 
of the cargoes. The dockworkers' society ensured the honesty of the work
ers and effectively policed the docks. Pilferage is a chronic concern on the 
docks in all times and places, and the physical configuration of nineteenth
century Marseille posed particular difficulties for its prevention. Mar
seille's port basin was a rectangular inlet nestled between steep hills on the 
north and south. The old city of Marseille was built on the slope of the hill 
immediately to the north of the port, and, by the end of the seventeenth 
century, the city surrounded the port on all sides. The old city neighbor
hoods to the north of the port, which were crowded, labyrinthine, poor, 
and dangerous, reached right down to the quays (see fig. 3).29 The narrow 
quays, never very ample even in the eighteenth century, became extraordi
narily encumbered as a consequence of the explosive growth of maritime 
commerce in the nineteenth. In these circumstances, a dishonest dock
worker could disappear into the old city in an instant with valuable car
goes.30 This danger was multiplied by the fact that goods being held for 
transshipment had to be carried to warehouses scattered all over the city. 
The dockworkers' honesty, consequently, was a major financial considera
tion for merchants. 

The dockworkers' society ensured the honesty of its members not only 
by its general tone of discipline and order but by specific regulations. The 
statutes of the dockworkers' society stated that dockworkers convicted of 
theft by the courts were to be banished from the society- and therefore 
from the docks. In addition, the society instituted its own proceedings 
against any dockworker denounced by the priors for having "permitted 
himself the baseness of embezzling, hiding, or holding back some portion 

29. On the geography of poverty and crime in Marseille, see Sewell (1985b, 109-26, 228-32). 
30. In this respect, Marseille differed from the other major French ports, for example, Bor· 

deaux, Nantes, and Le Havre, which were all located along estuaries of major rivers, not on in· 
lets in a mountainous shoreline surrounded by dense urban development. The quays in all three 
of these cities were wide enough to accommodate railroad tracks in the 1840s and 1Ssos; this 
would have been unthinkable in the old port of Marseille. See, e.g., Higounet (1980 ), Le Beuf 
(1857, 272), Aussel (:z.002, 170), and Corvisier (1983). 
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Figure 3. Marseille in 1837. Published by the Society for the Diffusion of 

Useful Knowledge. 

of merchandise" or for "lacking trustworthiness in whatever way:' If the 
case against the accused was judged by the society's general assembly to 
be proven, he was expellc:rd from the society, and the outcome of the as
sembly's deliberation was sent to the Hotel de Ville"so that no one will re
main ignorant" of the expulsion. By this means, the society guarded itself 
and the docks against dishonest dockworkers even if the merchant whose 
goods had been filched declined to press charges in the courts. 31 The mer
chants, sensibly enough, were willing to pay the high wages enforced by 

the dockworkers' society in order to gain this protection against poten
tially uncontrollable losses from pilfering. 

31. The quotations are from the statutes of 1817. The 1853 statutes use somewhat different 
language and specify the procedures to be used in trying accused dockworkers in more detail, but 
essentially they follow the 1817 provisions, which in turn follow those of 1789 (ADBdR: XIV M 

25/I; AVM: I I 1/35). 
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The dockworkers' society, then, was an integral part of the m~~ritime 
economy of mid-nineteenth-century Marseille. The society had grown in 
tandem with Marseille's merchant community, and the relations they had 

established constituted a mutually beneficial ecology as long as no major 
changes took place in the overall organization of commerce. Even the huge 
rise in demand for dockworkers' labor that resulted from the commercial 
boom of the 1820s, 1830s, and 1840s failed to upset existing relations be
tween dockworkers and merchants. Because the rising demand for labor 
was met by eliminating the dockworkers' irregularity of employment and 
by leaving other loading and carryingjobs to unskilled carters, loaders, and 
robeirols, it resulted in no upward pressure on the dockworkers' piece-rate 
wages. Dockworkers' earnings rose substantially, yet the costs faced by a 
merchant hiring a team of dockworkers for a day in the 1840s or 1850s was 
virtually the same as it had been in the 1820s. For this reason, the dock
workers were able to gain an enormous advantage from the maritime boom 
without adversely affecting the pro.fits of their employers, the merchants. 
Until the great transformation of the docks and the maritime economy 
that began to take shape toward the end of the 1850s, neither the mer
chants nor the municipality had any reason to challenge the power of the 
dockworkers' society. The society relieved the merchants of responsibility 
for supervising loading and unloading operations, it protected them 
against the danger of potentially rampant waterfront theft, and its mem
bers' growing prosperity in the 1830s and 1840s did not increase the mer
chants' costs. Consequently, the dockworkers were secure and prosperous, 
for the time being, in a protected ecological niche. 

THE DOCKS TRANSFORMED 

If the expansion of commerce posed no immediate challenge to the cus
tomary organization of clockwork in Marseille, it soon began to strain the 
physical capacity of the old port. The port was already overcrowde~by the 
1820s, and by the middle 1830s the situation became critical. Seve~al stop
gap measures were undertaken, such as the razing of buildings along the 
northern edge of the port to expand the surface of the docks and dredging 
the port's southeastern corner to make room for another twenty to thirty 
ships. But, even after improvements, the docks measured only 3,200 me
ters for an annual traffic of 7,000 to 8,ooo ships in the late 1840s. By con .. 
trast, Le Havre, Marseille's chief French competitor, had 5,920 meters of 

docks for fewer than 5,000 ships (Masson 1922, 429-33, 437). Minor im .. 
provements were insufficient to alleviate the problem; the traffic of the 
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port grew far faster than the available space. Crowding was further exac
erbated in the 1830s by the appearance of steamships, which were much 
larger than sailing vessels and difficult to accommodate in the confines of 
the old port. 

The increasing inadequacy of the port was obviously a problem for 
Marseille, but it was also a problem that transcended Marseille. Marseille 
was the busiest port in France and was therefore a key site of the capitalist 
economy on a national and world scale. A slowdown in the growth of Mar
seille's maritime traffic, which would adversely affect trade and industry in 
much of France, was unthinkable for capitalists and the state alike. At this 
point, the temporalities of world capitalist development clearly weighed 
directly on the docks of Marseille. It was evident that a new basin at least 
as big as the old port was urgently required. But given the geography of 
Marseille, this meant a gigantic program of construction-what David 
Harvey (1982) has dubbed a "spatial fix"-that would require an invest
ment of fixed capital far beyond the resources of either Marseille's munici
pality or its merchant community. The old port is the only part of the 
coastline of Marseille with natural shelter against storms, good access to 
the shore, and sufficient depth of water, all of which are required for a good 
port. The immediately adjacent coastline both to the north and to the 
southwest of the old port was so jagged, steep, and rocky as to make the 
difficulty and cost of construction formidable (see fig. 3). 

Construction of the new port basins required complex cooperation of 
both public and private entities. In 1835 Marseille's Chamber of Com
merce, the organ of the merchant community, began the consideration of 
port expansion by commissioning a range of different proposals. The fol
lowing year, the local director of the state civil engineering bureau, the 
Corps des Ponts-et-Chaussees, officially took the task in hand. It was not 
until 1844 that the Paris-based Council of the Ponts-et-Chaussees offi
cially approved a plan for construction of a new port basin immediately to 
the north of the old port. The Chamber of Deputies immediately passed a 
law providing the funding, and work on the project began later that year. 
The new basin was already usable in 1847, when it was crowded by vessels 
carrying wheat to provision France's granaries, which had been depleted 
by the crop failures of that year, but it was not fully completed until 1853. 
As early as 1848, however, the local director of the Corps des Ponts et 
Chaussees had decided that a further northward extension was necessary 
(Masson 1922, 441-47). The Revolution of 1848, and the financial insol
vency and reduction in port traffic that it brought in its wake, interrupted 
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Figure 4. Marseille in 1874. Courtesy of the Archives de la Chambre de Commerce et 

d'Industrie de Marseille. 

plans for extension. But by 1852, maritime commerce began to grow at its 
pre-1848 pace once again, and the expansion continued through the 1850s 
and l86os (see fig. l). In 18561 work began on a series of three new port 
basins stretching northward along the coast. (The old and new port basins 
can be seen clearly in fig. 4, a plan of Marseille in 1874.) These new basins 
were a much more ambitious project, and their financing was undertaken 
by combined public and private means. The French state undertook the 
building of the necessary jetty and breakwater on its own account. But to 
finance the docks themselves, the state ceded the land in question to the 
city, which in turn sold it to two joint stock companies, the Compagnie des 
Docks et Entrepots de Marseille and the Societe des Ports de Marseille, 
formed by two major Parisian bankers.32 It was these joint stock compa
nies that undertook the building of the docks, the necessary rail links, the 
warehouses to store goods awaiting shipment, and the offices from which 

32. Joint stock companies (societes anonymes) were a rather new form of enterprise in France 
in this period, and were much favored by the Second Empire state for carrying out major infra
structure projects (see Girard 1952). 
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the new complex would be managed, as well as developing and selling off 

the adjoining real estate (Masson 1922, 452-53; Girard 1961). 

The basin completed in 1853 had no significant effect on the organization 
of dock work. The system that had been used in the old port was simply ex
tended to the new. But the basins begun in 1856 were a very different mat
ter. The Compagnie des Docks et Entrep6ts de Marseille, which built and 
managed the docks, revolutionized methods of handling cargoes (Masson 

1922, 9: 450-52; Girard 1961; Nguyen 1961, 79; Gontier 1988). First, the new 
dock was what was called a dock a l' anglais-that is, it introduced labor
saving equipment of the sort used on English docks, of which steam-driven 
hydraulic cranes and lifts were the most important. Second, the quays were 
physically set off from the working-class neighborhoods of the old city. 
Third, all goods in transshipment were to be concentrated in warehouses 
in the new basins rather than being scattered through the city. Fourth, 
dockworkers were no longer to work in teams for the merchants whose 

goods were being unloaded: they had to become employees of the Com
pagnie des Docks. Work was to be organized and policed not by the mas
ters and the dockworkers' society but by employees of the company. It 
should be clear that this spatial and organizational rearrangement of clock
work would entirely undermine both the ecological and the institutional 
conditions that had enabled the dockworkers' society to perpetuate its 
privileges. 

The dockworkers quickly recognized that their position was gravely 

threatened. In 1858, they learned that all steamships would be required to 

use the as-yet-uncompleted docks as soon as provisional operations began. 
The dockworkers' society sent delegations to the company, the mayor, 
and the prefect to protest this regulation, which would effectively put the 
rapidly growing steamship trade beyond the society's reach. In January 
1859, the dockworkers' society even obtained an audience with Emperor 
Napoleon III, who answered their plea with vague, and in the end empty, 
promises ofhelp:"Messieurs, you have done very well to count on me. I will 
do for your interests everything that may be in my power" (ADBdR: XIV 
M 25/1). When the docks began provisional operations in the summer of 
1859, a number of dockworkers went to work for the company. The society 
forbade its members to do so and expelled all who did. In other words, it 
threatened to withhold labor from the company, demanding that dock
workers be allowed to handle work for their merchants as before, without 
becoming the company's employees. The company, as yet in a weak eco
nomic position, negotiated a compromise that allowed society members to 
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handle some kinds of work without becoming employees (Nguyen 1961, 
81). But both sides knew that this was only a truce in along battle, and that 
the real showdown would come in 1864, when the new docks were sched.
uled to go into full operation. 

During its long struggle with the company, the dockworkers' society did 
its best to cultivate public opinion. It obtained the signatures of 850 mer.
chants on a petition addressed to the ministry of industry and commerce 
and won the support of the Chamber of Commerce, the bastion of Mar
seille's merchant community (Nguyen 1961, 83). That it succeeded in gain
ing the support of the merchant community is impressive, since the Com
pagnie des Docks was able to offer considerably lower prices than the 
dockworkers' society. In part, this support is a measure of the long.-standing 
ties between the merchants and the dockworkers, especially the master 
"dockworkers. The dockworkers' society, in a memorandum addressed to 
Marseille's merchants in 1859, for example, made much of the paternal re
lations of "confidence" and "devotion" that existed between merchants and 
"their" dockworkers (ADBdR: XIV M 25/1). But the merchants also had 
grievances of their own. In the 1850s and 1860s, Marseille's maritime com ... 

merce was completely restructured (Sewell 1985b, 38-43; Cornu 1974, 
1999). One important development was the rise of steam navigation and 
joint.-stock steamship companies. Steamships, which accounted for only 
10 percent of the cargoes entering the port of Marseille in 1840, accounted 
for 14 percent by 1850, 32 percent by 1860, and 44 percent by 1870 (Mas.
son 1922, 56, 74). The early steamships were often owned by individuals or 
simple partnerships, but these small operators were soon pushed aside by 
large joint.-stock steamship companies. Between 1852 and 1865, four com.
panies-the Messageries Imperiales, the Societe Generale de Transports 
Maritimes a Vapeur, the Compagnie Marseillaise de Navigation a Vapeur, 
and the Compagnie de Navigation Mixte-came to dominate steam ship.
ping in Marseille, accounting for almost 90 percent of the city's steamer 
tonnage by 1869. Only one of these companies, the Compagnie ~arseil
laise, was controlled by local capital; the majority of the capital in the other 
three was from Paris or Lyon (Masson 1922, 67-76). The rise of these 
steamship companies disrupted the traditional organization of commerce. 
Rather than forming a series of short .. term partnerships for single voy .. 
ages, merchants increasingly found themselves dealing with large bureau.
cratic shipping lines. Moreover, the steamship companies, together with 
the Compagnie des Docks, rivaled the power of the traditional merchant 
community and its organ, the C~amber of Commerce. Marseille's mer .. 
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chants, long the dominant force in the political and economic life of the 
city, were rapidly being displaced by "foreign" capital. "Marseille;' as the 
scion of an old mercantile family remarked in 1863, "no longer seems to be
long to herself" (Guiral 1957, 174). Under these circumstances, the dock
workers' struggle against the Compagnie des Docks could be seen as a 
battle against foreign domination. As such, it won the support of the mer
chants and the Chamber of Commerce. 

If the battle against the company strengthened the bonds between mer
chants and dockworkers, it gradually opened a rift between masters and 
ordinary dockworkers. It was the masters whose position was threatened 
most drastically by the new dock. Ordinary dockworkers stood to lose 
their collective self-governance and to suffer a decline in earnings. But the 
master dockworkers risked the annihilation of their peculiar function and 
status. The masters were therefore willing to make dramatic gestures to 

gain the support of the merchants. In 1859, they off~ted a 10 percent re
duction in piece-rates that would come entirely from their own profits, 
without reducing the rates to be paid to the workers (ADBdR: XIV M 
25/1). But, as early as 1859, some of the ordinary dockworkers regarded the 
victory of the company as inevitable and wished to negotiate with the com
pany rather than refusing to work at the dock altogether. In this respect, it 
is interesting that the first thirty-seven dockworkers to sign up for work at 
the dock in August 1859 had previously been employed not by merchants 
but by the Messageries Imperiales steamship company; they had, in other 
words, already made their peace with the new bureaucratic capitalist or
der. Another 290 workers came to sign up with the dock shortly after; all 
of these were expelled from the dockworkers' society (ADBdR: XIV M 
25/1). Throughout the struggle, it was always the masters who insisted on 
total noncooperation, whereas at least some of the workers were willing to 
accept work at the dock if the terms were sufficiently favorable. 

In the summer of 1864, the dock began full-scale operation. Once again, 
the Compagnie des Docks insisted that anyone engaged in loading and un
loading of ships be an employee of the dock, and once again the dock
workers' society responded by refusing to work under the company's con
ditions. This time, the company was prepared; it simply staffed the docks 
with unskilled laborers, mostly Italian immigrants, and offered merchants 
lower rates than the dockworkers' society could match. Once again, a num
ber of dockworkers took work with the company in defiance of the society 
and were duly expelled. They brought suit, charging that the society had 
no right to exclude them for exercising their liberty to work where they 
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wished. The court, as Julliany had predicted some twenty years earlier, 
ruled on behalf of the expelled men, striking a mortal blow to the society's 
powers. Not long after this decision, the emperor passed through Mar ... 
seille and was greeted by a demonstration of some 5,000 dockworkers and 
supporters. One of the society's priors addressed the emperor, reminding 
him of the promises he had made in 1859, and ended his speech with a cry 
of"Vive l'Empereur!" Louis Napoleon once again promised to look into 
the affair, and a few months later the same prior went to Paris to negotiate 
a solution. But the proposal he brought back to Marseille proved to be un ... 
acceptable to the society, and the effort ended in mutual recrimination 

(Nguyen 1961, 363-69). 
The dockworkers' struggle ended in victory for the Compagnie des 

Docks. Most of the society's members eventually went to work for the 
company, and the society, stripped of its monopoly, faded into an ordinary 
mutual aid society that administered sickness and retirement benefits. The 
merchants, in spite of their preference for the dockworkers' society, soon 
made their peace with the company as well. The company, after all, WJlS able 
to offer them virtually everything the society had offered in the past. It pro ... 
vided workers, organized and supervised dock work, maintained secure 
and efficient warehouses, and protected the merchants' goods against 
losses from theft-a task made vastly easier, of course, by the physical 
separation of the new docks from the neighborhoods of the old city. More ... 
over, it could offer all this at a lower rate than the dockworkers' old price 
schedule. The merchants lost the personal satisfaction of paternal relations 
with trusted master dockworkers and had to accustom themselves to the 
bureaucracy of the new company. But, unlike that of the dockworkers, 
their own privileged and lucrative position in maritime trade was not gen ... 
uinely damaged. A new level of capitalist organization had come to Mar
seille's docks; to the merchants, it meant a change in the tone and character 
of their work and the loss of their once unchallenged supremacy in the 
city's maritime economy. To the dockworkers, it meant much more: the de ... 
struction of the cherished privileges of their society and the reduction of 
its members to ordinary proletarian wage laborers. 

The uneven capitalist development that had enabled the dockworkers 
to construct and defend a privileged ecological niche in the first half of the 
nineteenth century destroyed it in the l86os.The general development of 
French, European, and world capitalism caused a massive expansion in 
Marseille's maritime trade in the nineteenth century. For some decades, 
this advance in capitalist development did not cause a corresponding ad ... 



306 CHAPTER NINE 

vance in the methods of dock work. On the contrary, it actually strength
ened an archaic form of labor organization on the docks: the dockworkers' 
society, which was in fact a carryover from the guild system of the Old 
Regime. In this case, the unevenness that characterized all capitalist de
velopment also gave rise to combined development: the strengthening of 
archaic forms in symbiosis with an advanced sector. But, in the end, the ex
igencies of continuing capitalist development, that is, the need for more 
space in the port, shattered archaic forms and obliterated the temporarily 
privileged position of the dockworkers. Marseille's dockworkers were a 
particular case but a case that fits a very general pattern. The intrinsic and 
inescapable unevenness of capitalist development promiscuously creates 
privileged niches for workers who are advantageously placed in a particu
lar phase of development. But it also, no less promiscuously, destroys the 
same privileged niches it had created in earlier phases. 

THE DOCKWORKERS' POLITICS 

At first glance, it would seem that the dockworkers' economic vicissitudes 
had a direct effect on their politics. The role of dockworkers in the three 
great revolutionary crises of the nineteenth century (1830-34, 1848-51, and 
1870-71) appears to correspond admirably to the evolution of their eco
nomic circumstances. The dockworkers seem to have been radical, or at 
least politically restive, in the first crisis, before their rise to the high pros
perity of mid-century; to have been notoriously reactionary at mid-century, 
when their privileges were at their height; and to have been ardent revolu
tionaries at the time of the Commune, when their society had been crushed 
and they had been definitively reduced to proletarian status. 

During the crisis that extended from the July Revolution of 1830 to the 
suppression of the Lyonnais and Parisian workers' rebellions of April 1834, 

Marseille was not the center of a major radical movement. In fact, the local 
authorities of the new July Monarchy were at first much more concerned 
about the possibility of a popular uprising in favor of the ousted Bourbon 
monarchical regime than about republican agitation. By 1833, however, a 
chapter of the revolutionary Society of the Rights of Man had been 
founded, and the police responded by infiltrating it with an informer. In 
April 1834, at the time of the Lyonnais and Parisian insurrections, Mar
seille's society deliberated about launching a revolt of its own. According to 
the informer's report, among the most ardent advocates of violent action 
were three dockworkers, who claimed to be able "to direct at their will at 
least 200 of their colleagues" in the event of a revolt. This claim may have 
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been wildly exaggerated; we will never know, because the Society of the 
Rights of Man finally decided against an insurrection. But it suggests that 
a sizable minority of the dockworkers had been touched by the radkal ag .. 

itations of the period (ADBdR: M6/334). 
The dockworkers' growing prosperity during the following decade and 

a half seems to have wiped out any remnants of radicalism. By February 
1848, when the July Monarchy was overthrown and replaced by a republic, 
any claim that dockworkers would join a radical insurrection would have 
been dismissed as ridiculous; all political factions assumed that dock
workers were unshakably conservative. This assumption explains the way 
they were treated by the mayor of the fallen regime during his final days in 
power. The news of the Parisian insurrection reached Marseille on Febru
ary 24, but it was not until March r that the commissioner sent from Paris 
by the provisional government arrived to establish republican power in the 
city. During this interval, the mayor did what he could to strengthen the 
hand of conservatives. Most importantly, he called in supporters of the 
fallen regime, set them up as companies in the national guard, and distrib
uted to them all the city's available rifles. Nearly all the companies created 
by this maneuver were composed of merchants, professional men, shop ... 
keepers, and clerks, but the dockworkers were armed to a man and allowed 
to form a special company of their own. This was in the sharpest contrast 
to the treatment received by other workers. When they came to the city 
hall to join the national guard, they were told that no arms were available. 
As one republican militant wrote, "If the dockworkers were admitted, it 
was in the thought, which [the authorities] did not even attempt to dis
simulate, that these men of the people, feudatories of their patrons the 
merchants, would serve to combat that other people, the workers, whose 
very name brought on the shivers" (Dubose 1848, 5).33 In 1848, conserva
tives and revolutionaries agreed that the dockworkers could be relied on to 
act as a counterrevolutionary force. 

But the dockworkers' conservatism did not withstand the disasters of 
the r86os. Their reduction from a privileged elite to ordinary prolatll.rians 
made them notoriously hostile to the Imperial regime that had succeeded 
the Second Republic, all the more so because the emperor himself had 
twice deceived them during their struggle with the Compagnie des Docks 

33. This highly irregular, last-minute formation of a conservative national guard was docu

mented in a detailed report by the revolutionary municipal commission's committee on the na

tional guard (AVM: ID 73, session of June 10, 1848). 
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by giving vague but empty promises of help. It is therefore hardly surpris
ing that dockworkers figured prominently in a republican demonstration 
in Marseille duringJuly 1870, two months before the overthrow of the Em
pire and the establishment of the Third Republic, or that several dock
workers were active in Marseille's Commune in 1871. One of these, Etienne 
pere, was the Commune's second in command and was condemned to 
death after the suppression of the Commune, although his sentence was 
subsequently commuted (Nguyen 1962, 376-80).34 The correlation with 
politics therefore appears straightforward: if the rise of the dockworkers 
to prosperity made them conservative by 1848, their fall from prosperity 
led them to political radicalism at the time of the Commune. 

On closer observation, however, this intimate association between eco
nomic trends and political behavior turns out to be seriously flawed. It is 
true that the dockworkers were staunch conservatives in February 1848 

and exemplary revolutionaries in 1871. But it appears that their shift to the 
left began during the period of the Second Republic, 1 ~everal years before 
the demise of their eco~omic fortunes. The evidence for this shift is scat
tered, incomplete, and not entirely conclusive, but it all seems to point to
ward a general drift to the left, beginning hesitantly in the spring of 1848, 

accelerating in 1849, and sustained up to and beyond Louis Napoleon's 
coup d'etat in 1851. The first sign of such a drift occurred in June 1848, 

when radical workers in Marseille revolted at the time of the far more fa
mous Parisian June Days. The dockworkers' national guard company
originally formed, as we have seen, as a bastion of reaction-refused to 
respond to orders on discovering that it might be asked to fire on fellow 
workers (Dubose 1848, 48 ). A year later, there was a sign that the dock
workers were moving toward a more insurgent position. In June 1849, 

some 500 dockworkers held a banquet in honor of Louis Astouin, a dock
worker who had written a widely acclaimed book of poetry and who had 
just been defeated in a bid for reelection to the National Assembly on the 
democratic ticket. The banquet ended with the entire crowd shouting 
"Vive la Republique democratique et sociale!" and some rr4 francs were 
collected for the families of the insurrectionaries of the prior June who re
mained in custody.35 Neither of these actions would have been thinkable 
in the early days of the Second Republic. 

34. Antoine Olivesi (1950, 76), in his history of Marseille's Commune, describes Etienne as 
"a pure revolutionary with the soul of an apostle:' 

35. There is an account of the banquet in the republican newspaper La Voix du peuple,June B, 

1849. 
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Table 2. Participation of Dockworkers in Radical Politics 

I 2 3 4 
dockworker dockworkers dockworkers dockworker 

participants/ all as percent of as percent of participation 
participants participants workforce 2/3 

Insurrection, 1848 3/270 I.I 2.9 0.4 

Coup d'etat, I851 6/297 2.0 2.9 0.7 

"Dangerous individuals;' 
1853-59 I8/346 5.2 2.9 1.8 

Miscellaneous 
political offences, 

1848-49 0/20 o.o 2.9 o.o 

1850-5I 2/5I 3.9 2.9 I.3 

I852-59 8/85 9.4 2.9 3.2 

Sparse but intriguing quantitative figures on dockworkers' participa .. 
tion in revolutionary activities in the decade following the Revolution of 
I848 seem to indicate that the drift to the left that began in I848 and 1849 

was not slowed by the mounting repression of the final years of the Sec .. 
ond Republic or even by the establishment of Louis Napoleon's e~ryonic 
police state (see table 2). Only three of the 270 men who were convicted of 
participating in Marseille's June I848 insurrection were dockworkers. 
Dockworkers thus made up I.I percent of the insurrectionaries, as against 
2.9 percent of the adult male population. Dockworkers may have been re.
luctant to fire on other workers, but few were ready to join in an armed in .. 
surrectionary movement. Among the 297 radicals rounded up after Louis 
Napolean's coup d'etat in I85I were six dockworkers. This was 2 percent, 
still below the dockworkers' percentage of the population but double the 
I848 percentage. When the police drew up lists in I853, I8551 and I8581 

composed of "dangerous individuals" who were to be rounded up if an 
insurrection should take place, dockworkers made up eighteen of 346 

names, which is 5.2 percent, or well above their proportion in the popula .. 
tion. The same development, but even more pronounced, can be seen in 
the identities of men convicted of assorted political offenses over the same 
years. The offenses included were quite diverse, the most common being 
politically motivated acts of violence against police or other authorities, 
membership in secret revolutionary societies, or singing subversive songs 
or uttering"seditious cries'' in the streets. No dockworker was among the 
twenty convicted of such offenses in I848 and I849. In 1850 and I851, there 
were two dockworkers among the fifty .. one men convicted, a number 
somewhat above their proportion in the population. In the first eight years 
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of the Second Empire, dockworkers made up eight of the eighty-five men 
convicted of political off.enses, about triple their prop0trtion in the popu
lation. These figures are obviously insufficient as measures of the overall 

political opinions and behavior of the dockworkers, but they would seem 
to confirm that dockworkers were moving toward the left in the years fol

lowing 1848. 
There is one final indication- once again, hardly conclusive in itself

of the dockworkers' shift to the left between 1848 and the early 1850s. This 
is a remark made by Armand Audiganne, a prominent Parisian social in
vestigator, in 1855, in his monumental Les populations ouvrieres et les indus~ 
tries de la France. He reported that the revolutionary movement of 1848 in 
Marseille "received support above all from the corporation of the dock
workers, justly famous for their riotous temperament" (Audiganne 1860, 
2:r54 ). This manifestly false statement would seem to be explained by the 
fact that he visited Marseille in 1852 or 1853 and projected the then-evident 
radicalism of the dockworkers backward in time to an era when, in fact, 
they were regarded by democrats and reactionaries alike as staunch sup
porters of the existing social and political order. 

All the evidence points to a significant radicalization of dockworkers' 
political opinions and behavior between 1848 and the mid-185os, a decade 
before the drastic restructuring of work reduced the dockworkers to pro
letarians. It therefore appears that changes in dockworker politics cannot 

be explained as a simple reflex of proletarianization. Instead, the seemingly 
paradoxical rise of dockworker radicalism over the decade following the 
Revolution of 1848 requires a complex explanation, one that recognizes 
the simultaneous autonomy and interrelationship of economic and politi
cal temporalities. 

Let us begin with economics. Although the dockworkers' favorable 
structural position in the maritime economy was not challenged in the late 

1840s and 1850s, their economic well-being was sharply affected by short
term flucuations. The tvaffic of Marseille's port fell precipitously in 1848 
and remained low for the following three years (see fig. l). The revolution
ary upheavals of 1848 in France and Europe caused a general panic among 
the possessing classes; credit dried up and investment fell, causing a de
pression in industry and trade. It was not until 1852, after Louis Napoleon's 
coup d'etat had ended the fear of political instability, that the traffic of the 
port rebounded to the level of the middle 1840s (Guiral 1956, 200-25). 
The long commercial depression surely increased unemployment and 
sharply cut incomes on the docks, reducing the dockworkers to economic 
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circumstances more or less comparable to those of the early 1830s, when, 
as we have seen, they were also involved in revolutionary agitation. The 
dockworkers were not thrown into desperate poverty by the depression, 
and the Muse operated to distribute available employment equitably. In .. 
deed, the Muse probably made the impact of the depression less severe for 
the dockworkers than for most of the city's workers. Nevertheless, lower 
incomes and high levels of unemployment sustained for four years must 
have made dockworkers more receptive to the republican and socialist ag
i_tation of the era than would have been the case had employment re .. 
mained high. This economically induced receptivity undoubtedly helps to 
explain the dockworkers' initial drift to the left from 1848 to 1851. 

These economic changes were paralleled by (and in part caused by) 
autonomous shifts in the French political system. Literature on the au ton .. 
omy, or relative autonomy, of politics has focused on the autonomy of the 
state. States, this literature argues, have their own interests, structures, 
and developmental tendencies that cannot be reduced to the interests of 
the dominant class, classes, or groups. Explaining historical change there .. 
fore requires attention not only to the changing conditions of the classes 
and class fractions that make up a society but also to the changing form 
and functioning of states (e.g., Skocpol l979i Evans, Rueschemeyer, and 
Skocpol 1985). The importance of changes in political structures is clear in 
revolutionary upheavals. The Revolution of 1848 drastically altered the 
structure of the French state. The sudden victory of the February 1848 in .. 
surrection overthrew a monarch, dissolved a legislative body, and threw 
existing state institutions into disarray. It created a new but insecure pro .. 
visional government, which instituted universal male suffrage and abol .. 
ished censorship and restrictions on the formation of political associations 
and trade unions. Under pressure from Parisian workers, it also declared a 
new fundamental right, the right to work, and established the Luxem .. 
bourg Commission, headed by socialist Louis Blanc, which was to prepare 
a new"organization of labor" for the country. The new and rather chaotic 
structure of the French state in the immediate aftermath of the February 
Revolution enormously expanded the possibilities for political adtiion by 
workers. Granted the vote, allowed to organize in political clubs and trade 
associations, and promised a fundamental reorganization of the economy, 
workers in cities throughout France responded with a frenetic burst of po .. 
litical activity. A fundamental cause of the radicalization of French work
ers in general, this change in the structure of the state certainly affected 
Marseille's dockworkers. 
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The February Revolution also brought about another closely related 

kind of change in the nature of politics: a transformation of political dis
course. 36 If the hard economic times of the Second Republic made dock

workers more receptive to messages critical of the status quo, revolutionary 

politics changed the character and increased the volume of such messages.37 

The Revolution of 1848 made "worker" (ouvrier or travailleur) a politically 
potent term and made the fact that one belonged to the socioeconomic cat

egory of manual workers politically relevant in a way it had not been before. 
In Marseille, as elsewhere in France in the spring of 1848, not only social

ists but public officials, moderates, and even the most reactionary monar
chists addressed a blizzard of pamphlets, newspaper articles, speeches, 
handbills, and proclamations "to the workers." In Louis Althusser's termi

nology (1971 ), one could say that after February 1848 the utterance"worker" 
insistently interpellated or hailed workers as ideologically defined political 
subjects. Bombarded by this outpouring of ideological discourse, even the 
dockworkers, who had been monarchist or apolitical before 1848, surely 

were aware that the rey~)ution was promising to rais~.manual labor to a 
new dignity in the state and must have pondered what their unquestioned 
status as workers implied for their own role in politics. 

Much of the discourse directed specifically at Marseille's dockworkers 
in the spring of 1848 came from conservative quarters and praised them for 
their"moderation:' For example, on February 26, the day the dockworkers 
were incorporated into the national guard, the conservative newspaper Le 
Nouvelliste remarked that the dockworkers' firm repudiation of the "tumul
tuous demonstrations that have alarmed this city" had "honored in the 

highest degree the working population [population ouvriere] of our city": 

This evening more than 2,000 of these estimable workers [ ouvriers ], armed 

and incorporated into the national guard, will efficaciously stand guard to 

assure due respect to persons and property •..• We do not doubt that the 

noble example of the dockworkers' corporation will be followed by the en

tire working population [population ouvriere J of Marseille, because nowhere 
else, and we say this with a just pride, do the laboring classes [classes la
borieuses] offer, to the same extent as ours, such guaranties of morality and 

devotion to the sacred bonds of the family, from which flow essentially all 

instincts of order and legality. (Le Nouvelliste, February 26, 1848) 

36. For an exchange on these issues concerning the French Revolution, see Sewell ( 1985a) and 

Skocpol (1985). 
37. I have argued this at some length in Sewell (1980, chap. u). 



HISTORICAL DURATION AND TEMPORAL COMPLEXITY 3I3 

This editorial not only attempts to reinforce the dockworkers' conser
vatism but holds up the dockworkers as a model for all of Marseille's work
ers, who, interestingly, are praised not so much for their political conser
vatism as for their apolitical attachment to family bonds, which is assumed 
to be a guarantee of good political behavior. Yet even this text paradoxically 
contributes to the dockworkers' identity as workers and, in spite of its re
actionary intent, makes this identity politically potent. 

From the very beginning of the revolution, Marseille's conservatives, by 
ostentatiously adopting the dockworkers as the apotheosis of the apoliti
cal sage ouvrier [good worker], unwittingly contributed to their politiciza
tion. Once dockworkers had been encouraged to think of themselves as 
somehow exemplary of workers in general, they could not be prevent~d 
from recognizing that republicans and socialists were hailing all workers 
as constituents of a new and better state and society, a "democratic and so
cial republic" in which labor would be properly "organized" and duly re
warded as the basis of all wealth. By June 1848, the republicans and social
ists had not succeeded in constituting dockworkers as revolutionaries. But 
the fact that the dockworkers' unit of the national guard refused to report 
for duty at the time of the June insurrection because they were un~illing 
to fire on "fellow workers" indicates that they had begun to accept "~orker" 
as a political identity and to act on that identity even against an express 
command of the forces of"order and legality:' 

The shift in state structure and political discourse that took place in the 
spring of 1848, together with the sharp rise of unemployment, appears to 
have moved the dockworkers beyond the reactionary docility attributed to 
them by both monarchists and republicans in February. But it was not un-
til 1849 or later that dockworkers began to appear with some frequency in 
the ranks of Marseille's militant republicans and socialists. This delayed 
conversion of dockworkers to the radical movement was in fact unique in 
Marseille. The great era of political radicalization of workers was the tur
bulent spring of 1848, not the increasingly repressive years that followed. 
The figures on participation in Marseille's revolutionary movement show 
that, with the exception of the dockworkers, trades that were radical in 
1851 or the middle 1850s had already been radical at the time of the June 
1848 rebellion. The dockworkers were the only significant working-class 
trade that had been conservative in June 1848 but turned radical later. 
Hence the factors that explain the general radicalization of workers in 
1848 cannot fully account for the particular case of the dockworkers. 

Explaining the changing politics of dockworkers requires that we rec-
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ognize the autonomy of politics in yet another sense: that in addition to 
considering changes in state structures and political discourses, we must 
also consider the unique details of their political history- the political 
"structure of the conjuncture:' From 1849 to 1851, the political history of 
the dockworkers was closely tied to the surprising career of Louis Astouin, 
the dockworker poet-politician. Astouin was initially named to the mon
archist slate of candidates in the legislative elections of April 1848. The 
monarchists chose him because of his prominence and popularity as a 
worker-poet, assuming that his apparent lack of pronounced political 
views indicated the docile conservatism for which his fellow dockworkers 
were famous. But in the National Assembly he turned out to be a sincere, 
if moderate, republican. He was therefore dropped from the monarchist 
list for the elections of 1849 and replaced by another dockworker of known 
reactionary opinions. The democrats, however, named Astouin to their 
list, and he responded by moving considerably to the left and espousing 
the cause of social democracy. Astouin became a tireless campaigner. Al
though narrowly defeated in the 1849 election, he continued to work for 
the democratic and sodal republic, until Louis Napoleon's coup d'etat in 
December 1851. Astouin's towering prestige among the dockworkers, to
gether with his diligent and incessant proselytising, was surely a major 
source of the new political insurgency that characterized the dockworkers 
after 1849.38 

Three different temporal processes, then, must be taken into account to 
explain the radicalization of Marseille's dockworkers in the years follow
ing 1848. First, the change was made possible by an event of the first order: 
a revolutionary transformation of the state and a consequent upsurge in 
radical discourse that established "the worker" as a constituent of a new 
"democratic and social republic:' This new vision of work and politics so 
dominated the discourse of the spring of 1848 that even conservative 
workers such as the dockworkers could not escape a new politicized work
ing-class identity. Second, the cyclical maritime depression of the Second 
Republic doubtless made dockworkers more receptive to the radical mes
sage than they would have been in a period of full employment. Finally, the 
particular political career of Louis Astouin meant that the gospel of the 
"democratic and social republic" reached the dockworkers with special au-

38. Astouin's career can be traced from the spring of 1849 to the fall of 1851 by occasional 

items in the police files in the ADBdR and by articles in the radical newspaper La Voix du peuple 
and its successor, Le Peuple. 
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thority and intensity between 1849 and 1851. The confluence of these tem
poral processes had the effect of transforming dockworkers from notori

ous reactionaries to active republicans by the end of the Second Republic. 
None of these factors, however, can satisfactorily explain the increasing 

prominence of dockworker militants in the underground republican 
movement that followed Louis Napoleon's coup d'etat and the establish
ment of the Second Empire. The maritime economy, after four years of de
pression, turned sharply upward in 1852 and remained relatively buoyant 
to the end of the decade. After 1851, republican and socialist discourse was 
choked off by the tight censorship and oppressive police of the Imperial 
state. And Louis Astouin was arrested after the coup d'etat in 18511 placed 
in internment in Valence and then in Besan<;on, and kept under close po
lice surveillance when he returned to Marseille in 1853; he was no longer 
able to participate actively in the now illegal republican movement.39 Yet 
the dockworkers did not relapse into the deferential conservatism of the 
1840s. To judge from evidence in the archives of repression, summarized 
in table 2, dockworkers were among the most active trades in the under
ground republican movement that took shape in Marseille in the 1850s; 
their participation in radical politics became more prominent as repres
sion got more severe. The most likely explanation for this increasing 
prominence is the dockworkers' superior organizational experience. One 
suspects that they were able to transpose the many of the skills, schemas, 
and routines developed in the daily life of the dockworkers' society onto the 
rather different organizational terrain of the political underground. The 
dockworkers' initial conversion to radical politics may have been slow, but, 
once they were committed to the democratic and social republic, their 
superior command of social resources and institutional routines moved 
them to the center of the political struggle. The dockworkers' politics, 
then, was hardly a reflex of their relation to the means of production. 
Socioeconomic conditions were far from irrelevant, but the evolution of 
dockworker politics cannot be explained without reference both to trans
formations in state structure and political discourse and to the details of 
politics and personalities in Marseille. 

This recognition of the autonomous temporalities of politics is, one 
might say, consonant with the "revival of narrative" hailed some time ago 

39. Astouin died in 1855 at the age of thirty~three. His death was attributed to an illness he 

contracted in I853, not long after his return to Marseille, when he threw himself into the cold wa~ 
ters of the harbor to save a drowning child (Masson 1913, 27). 
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by Lawrence Stone (1979; see also Hobsbawm 1980; Abrams 1980 ). It is 
one of the themes of this book that 1any attempt to explain historical 
change in a nonreductionist fashion implies a "narrative" concern for se
quence, contingency, and agency. But the autonomy of politics should not 
be used as a license for historians to revel atheoretically in the particular
ity of each case's sequence of events or to resurrect (as it might seem I have 
done with Louis Astouin) the "great man" theory of history. The account 
of dockworker radicalization that I have sketched out here is not a return 
to old-fashioned narrative history but rather a theor.etically motivated re
sponse to the crisis of labor history's explanatory strategy. If capitalist de
velopment is uneven in the sense I have been arguing in this essay-that 
is, if it produces not an increasingly solid and uniform proletarian conti
nent but a continually changing archipelago of variegated working-class 
categories-then the appropriate explanatory strategy for labor histori
ans is not to look for evidence of proletarianization behind every surge of 
working-class political radicalism but to ask how and why workers with 
widely varying economic trajectories and workplace experiences could 
successfully be constituted as political insurgents. For some trades, in 
some historical instances, for example, Christopher Johnson's French tai
lors in the 1830s and 1840s, proletarianization may well be the most im
portant single answer. But we would be wrong to think that the tailors 
epitomized nineteenth-century working-class experience. 

This study of Marseille's dockworkers indicates that even highly privi
leged workers could, under certain conditions, be induced to identify 
themselves with less fortunate workers and struggle for a radical transfor
mation of the social order. If historians are to understand those occasions 
when a wide variety of workers joined radical revolts, such as the French 
workers' insurgencies of 1833-34, 1848-51, and 1870-71, the widespread 
English workers' agitation on the eve of the Reform Bill or during the 
Chartist movement, the New York labor uprising of 1850, or the Russian 
revolutions of 1905 and 1917, we must ask how a conjunction of new or 
preexisting social routines, economic changes, transformations of state 
structures and political Hiscourse, and purposive actions by prominent or 
strategically placed persons or groups made possible the construction
at least for a time- of a common working-class political identity and pro
gram. Such a strategy should also help us explain why, in a capitalist econ
omy that supposedly produces an increasingly uniform proletariat, these 
triumphs of class unity have repeatedly proved ephemeral. The case of 
Marseille's dockworkers should help us to see that socialism and class con-
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sciousness were contingent and fragile achievements of political struggle, 
not necessary and automatic products of nineteenth .. century capitalist de
velopment. 

Marseille's dockworkers, to be sure, are only a single case. But a single 
case, if well chosen and adequately analyzed, can be enormously ihforma .. 
tive. The dockworkers' history, properly understood, sheds light off the dy
namics of social reproduction in times of change, on the significance of 
uneven temporalities in capitalist development, on the importance of 
organizational ecology in explaining institutional persistence, on the au
tonomy of working-class politics from the bare facts of exploitation and 
privilege, and on the power of well-placed individuals to promote political 
and cultural change. The development of an adequate explanatory vocab
ulary for historical social science depends crucially on such theoretically 
motivated explorations of particular cases. 



REFIGURING THE "SOCIAL" IN 

SOCIAL SCIENCE 

An Interpretivist Manifesto 

We understood perfectly well that social, in particular, is one of those adjec

tives that has been made to say so many things, in the course of time, that in 

the end it means almost nothing at all .••• We were in agreement in thinking 

that, precisely, a word as vague as this seemed to have been created ••. by a 

special decree of historical providence to serve as the insignia of a review that 

wished not to close itself off behind walls, but to radiate, widely, freely, even 

indiscriminately, into all gardens in its vicinity, a spirit, its spirit; I mean to 

say a spirit of untrcttpmeled critique and of initiative in ~11 directions .••• 

Nous savions bien 1q~e social en particulier, est un de ces adjectives a qui on 

a fait dire tant de choses, dans le cours du temps, qu'il ne veut finalement a 
peu pres plus rien dire .... Nous etions d' accord pour penser que, precise

ment, un mot aussi vague semblait avoir ete cree ... par un decret nominatif 

de la providence historique pour servir d'enseigne a une revue qui pretendait 

ne pas s' entourer de murailles, mais faire rayonner largement, librement, in

discretement meme, sur to us les jardins du voisinage, un esprit, son esprit; je 

veux dire un esprit de libre critique et d'initiative en tous sens .... 

-Lucien Febvre ( 1953, 19-20) speaking about his and Marc Bloch's 
choice of Annales d'histoire economique et sociale as the name 

of their new journal in 1929 

W hat do we mean by the "social" in "social science"? This apparently 
innocuous question turns out to be disconcertingly difficult to an

swer. Most social scientists appear not to have given it much thought. 
Some have little investment in the concept of the social: many economists, 
for example, would probably prefer to have their discipline thought of as 

This chapter incorporates some passages from "Whatever Happened to the 'Social' in Social 
History;' which appeared in Schools of Thought: Twenty-five Years of Interpretive Social Science, ed. 
Joan W. Scott and Deborah Keates. Copyright© 2001 by Princeton University Press; reprinted 
with the permission of Princeton University Press. I have received useful comments on earlier 
versions of this essay from Keith Baker and Jan Goldstein. 
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one of the mathematical sciences, and many psychologists would probably 
rather be classified as biologists. The remaining core social sciences
anthropology, geography, political science, and sociology- certainly take 
the notion of the social seriously, but they show little interest in defining 
it. Geographers, anthropologists, and political scientists make use of the 
terms "social" or "society" constantly, but their high ... stakes terminological 
squabbles are centered on the specific keywords of their own disciplines: 
"space" versus "place" in geography, "culture" in anthropology, and "politics" 
and "rationality" in political science. Even in sociology, whose very name 
(socio-logy) tells us that it is "the science of the social;' the terms "social'' 
and "society'' are generally taken for granted. According to my own exten.
sive participant observation in the discipline, when you ask a sociologist to 
define the social, you usually get a tautology, with the terms "social struc ... 
ture" or"social relations" appearing somewhere in the definition. Sociolo ... 
gists certainly do think of their discipline as the science of society, but they 
are vastly more articulate about the science half of this lexical couple than 
about the society half. So long as they can convince themselves and their 
colleagues that what they are doing is science, sociologists generally seem 
satisfied to let the"social" in social science take care of itself. 

Paradoxically, more discussion about the social has been generated in 
recent years in the amphibious half-social-science half ... humanities disci
pline of history than in the "core" social science disciplines. Although I 
complained in chapter 2 that the widespread turn from social to cultural 
history was accepted rather too easily in the historical profession during 
the past two decades, it nevertheless did lead, in the 1980s and 1990s, to de
bates that put status of"the social" explicitly in question. A few historians 
have even raised the bracing question as to whether "the social" remains a 

useful category for historical analysis at all (Joyce l995i Cabrera 2004). 
Moreover, cultural historians have made us keenly aware that concepts 
like"the social" are historically constituted-that they arise and are trans
formed in meaning over the course of historical time.1 My reflections 
about the social in this chapter take the historians' debates as their start
ing point. But I proceed on the assumption that how we define the social 
matters for the other social sciences as well. 

The question of the social is an ontological question, a question about 
the nature of the world. Social scientists tend to be rather shy about mak ... 
ing explicitly ontological statements. What I have said about sociologists 

1. On the changing meaning of"social;' see the essays in Joyce (2002). 
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above is true of most social scientists: they are much more comfortable 
theorizing about "science"-that is, how we may gain knowledge of the 
world-than about the social. Or, to put the same point in different 
words, the social scieiices have far more highly dev~loped methodologies 
than ontologies. Bu't methodologies in fact always imply ontologies, 
whether stated or assumed. "Methodological individualism;' for example, 
may be a methodological position, but it assumes an individualist ontol
ogy-a world in which any"social" reality is reducible to individuals and 
their willed actions. Adopting this or any other methodological stance
whether multivariate positivism, rational choice, social network analysis, 
post-structuralism, or hermeneutics-implies a conceptualization of the 
nature of the social world. What we are able to study in social science and 
how we are able to study it are inseparable from our social ontologies. This 
chapter is based on the premise that it is better for social scientists to con
ceptualize the social explicitly than to let our conceptualizations be un
stated and unexamined corollaries of our methodological positions. 

Readers of the previous chapters of this book should be aware by now 
that I have strong methodological preferences of my own. I freely affirm 
my commitment to accounts of social life that are at once interpretive or 
hermeneutic and historical. In such accounts the central questions about 
any social action, institution, or event are, first, its meaning to those who 

experience it and, second, its place in the changing frameworks that make 
meanings decipherable both to those whom we study and to ourselves. 
The central challenge for researchers is to reconstruct those meanings and 
experiences in a form simultaneously true to the ever-changing world 
being studied and graspable by the researcher's audience. My goal in this 
chapter is to refigure the social by developing a social ontology adequate to 
an interpretive conception of the social sciences. But, as the reader will dis
cover toward the end of this essay, I shall argue that a fully worked out in
terpretivist ontology of the social implies embracing methods not usually 
considered part of the hermeneutic armory. 

Throughout most of this book, I have leaned rather heavily on the 
concept of structure in my thinking about history anld the social sciences, 
although always in full awareness of the concept's essentially metaphorical 
character. In this chapter I suggest a rather different metaphorization of 
social life. I begin by considering the notion that the social may be thought 
of as a"language game" and end by suggesting that it must also-simulta
neously and dialectically-be thought of as a "built environment:' One 
reader of a previous version of this chapter felt that by moving from a no-
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tion of structure to one of language game, I was watering down the 
strongly sociological emphasis of the previous chapters. I hope this is not 
the case. I am attempting to set forth in fresh terms a social ontology that 
seems to me compatible with the"structural" approach to history and the 
social sciences that I have elaborated-both theoretically and empiri.
cally-in the previous chapters. While it is certainly true that neither"lan.
guage game" nor "built environment" has the incantatory rhetorical force 
of the"structure" metaphor, this may sometimes be an advantage: the heavy 
semantic load of"structure" can occasionally short-circuit our analysis and 
make it appear that something has been explained when it has simply been 
covered by a language that implies explanatory closure. I see the theoriza
tion worked out in this chapter as perfectly compatible with the arguments 
about structure that I initially elaborate in chapter 4 and utilize extensively 
in other chapters. Whether my perception of compatibility is accurate or 
even plausible must, in the end, be decided by my readers. 

HISTORY AND USAGE OF 11 SOCIAL11 AND 11 SOCIETY11 

"Social" and its cognate"society" are notoriously vague terms; they are con
cepts that, paradoxically, have proven as amorphous as they are indispen
sable. A brief glance at the history of the terms"social" and''society;' and at 

the usage of these terms in ordinary academic language, might at least clar
ify the nature of our shared confusion. "Social" and "society" are originally 
derived from the Latin socius, meaning friend or companion. Early usages 
of"society" tend to imply active companionship (as in"they sought out one 
another's society"). It also came to signify"persons associated together by 
some common interest or purpose;' in other words, a corporate collectiv
ity formed by a voluntary act of association (as in "the Society of Jesus" 
or "the Society of Surgeons"). Both of these meanings retained an active 
sense of willful association among persons. A more passive, abstract, gen.
era!, and rei.fied usage-closer to our predominant contemporary mean
ing-became increasingly common in English from the seventeenth cen
tury onward. Society in this sense signified"the aggregate of persons living 
in a more or less ordered community" or"under the same organization or 
government" (OED), as in"a due reverence ••• towards Society wherein we 
live" or"to the benefit of society" (Williams 1983, 291-94). The m~kt wide
spread philosophical theorization of society in the later seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries, the "social contract" theory, actually combined these 
latter two meanings. According to social contract theory, society in the 
passive, abstract, and general sense was a product of a formal act of associ-
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ation, and the rights, duties, and limits of citizens and governments de

rived from this initial act. The ubiquity of the social contract theory in the 

eighteenth century indicates the continuing grip of the active and unreified 
sense of the term. 

In the nineteenth century, the more abstract meanings came to predom
inate. Society, in the nineteenth century, had what might be called both a 
limited and an expansive meaning. The limited meaning, which derived 

from eighteenth-century anti-absolutist political theory, defined society as 
a sphere of human activity distinct from the state and in principle exterior 
to it. This meaning, both in the eighteenth century and in the nineteenth, 
was often designated by adding the term "civil" to "society" (Cohen 1998, 

369-72). Although this usage defined civil society as distinct from the state, 
it also commonly had an expansive implication: eighteenth-century social 
contract theory, where the usage first developed, argued that civil society 
was prior to the state and that the state should therefore be subordinated 
to its requirements. Nineteenth-century liberals, although they generally 
abandoned the notion of a primordial social contract, continued to argue 
that the state existed at the behest of and should be subordinated to civil 

society. Over the cours~,of the nineteenth century, ho~ever, an even more 
expansive abstract and general meaning of "society" became common. The 
early advocates of"social science;' such as Saint Simon, began to conceptu

alize society as having" social laws" that were impersonal, anonymous, and 
independent of the conscious intentions of the individuals of whom it was 
composed, but that were, like the laws of nature, amenable to scientific 

study (Baker 1964 ). It was this sense that was taken up by Comte, who 

coined the term "sociology" to signify the scientific study of society. This 
process of reification of the social reached its apogee in Durkheim's notion 
of society as a"sui generis" collective reality that acts upon individuals as an 

external constraining force (Durkheim (1912] 1965, 29). 

This sense of society as a reified totality is surely the predominant 

contemporary usage of the term in both academic and ordinary language; 
other meanings of society have become decidedly secondary.2 The term 
can still be used to designate formal associations (as in "Society for French 
Historical Studies" or the French bank"Societe Generale"), but society in 

2. The term "civil society" has been revived in the late twentieth century in discussions of 

would-be totalitarian political orders, essentially to designate forms of association that remain 

independent of the long tentacles of the state. But such discussions always use the adjective 

"civil" to modify society, because the unmodified usage would imply a totality that included both 

the state and non-state institutions. See Cohen (1998). 
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the sense of companionship is now distinctly archaic. The generalization 
and standardization of the abstract usage of the term has undoubtedly been 
furthered by the usually implicit identification of"society" with "nation" or 
"nation state" (as in "French society" or"Jordanian society"). It is, however, 
my sense that in recent years, at least in academic usage, this implicit iden
tification of society with the nation state has put the term under a certain 
semantic pressure. Because the processes of "globalization" have made it 
increasingly difficult to think of the nation-state as enclosing a bounded so
cial order, I find myself using the term"society" considerably less frequently 
and more hesitantly than I would have two or three decades ago.3 

The meanings of"social" have remained rather more ambiguous in con
temporary usage than those of" society." "Social" may refer to society as a 
reified totality (as in "social law" or"social norms"), but the sense of COfl'\

panionship or conviviality remains current (as in "social gathering" or"he 
has a rich social life"). Even in academic usage, "social" does not necessarily 
signify something that pertains to the society as a whole. The term is also 
used for things that pertain to the relations among particular persons or 
groups (as in"social networks" or"the social world of the New York artist"). 
This ambiguity of the term "social" has led to the invention of the term 
"societal;' which many social scientists now use when referring to charac
teristics of society as a whole. In this usage, a "societal norm" would~ije one 
recognized universally in a society, whereas a "social norm" would be a 
norm recognized only by some "sub-societal" group. The universalization 
of this usage might somewhat attenuate this particular ambiguity of the 
term "social;' but thus far the societal/ social distinction is a distinctly 
minority usage, and in any case this is just one ambiguity among many. 
The meaning of "social" is rendered yet more ambiguous by another 
nineteenth-century development-a contrast between "social" and "indi
vidual:' This distinction arose largely out of critiques of liberal economic 
ideas and practices, which were branded by their opponents as egoist or 
individualist, and contrasted with properly "social" considerations-of 

3. The conventional equation of"society" with "nation state" has been sharply challenged by 
Immanuel Wallerstein and his many acolytes in the"world-system" school of social science, who 

argue that what we commonly regard as distinct and autonomous "societies" are in fact only sub

units of a larger global social totality (Wallerstein Ig74a, 1974b ). Without accepting Wallerstein's 
hypostatization of the"world-system" as a global "society;' Arjun Appadurai (I996) has argued 
that- thanks to increased migration and the development of new technologies of transporta

tion and communication that enable immense transnational cultural flows-the world is in
creasingly made up of not of distinct and bounded societies, but of overlapping transnational 
ethnic communities that he dubs "global ethn6scapes." 
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solidarity, of concern for the fate of the poor, of fellow feeling. "Social" in 
this sense had a strong moral charge. It was used in such terms as "the so
cial question;' quickly found its way into the new term "socialism;' and is 
still very much with us in terms like "social activist:' Socialism was, of 
course, largely a masculine affair, but social in the mqrally charged sense 

l 1r 

also gained a distinctly.feminine inflection in bourgeois discourses of so-
cial reform, which both focused on the domestic failings of working-class 
families, rather than the inadequacy of workers' wages, and identified fe
male middle-class philanthropic workers as the chosen agents of reform 
(Riley 1988). This feminized meliorist conception of the social has contin
uing echoes in the contemporary academic discipline of"social work:' 

"The social;' in short, is an exceptionally complex or polysemic concept. 
As used by most academics,"social" actually calls up a combination of these 
various meanings. Thus, the term "social history" tends to imply simulta
neously the history of everyday bonds of friendship and association, the 
history of relations between persons or between groups of persons, the 
history of the totality of such relations in a given society or aggregate of so
cieties, and the history of the struggles and sufferings of the poor and op
pressed. But the difficulty of the term "social" goes beyond its ambiguity 
or polysemy. Virtually all of the central analytic concepts of social science 
are polysemous-think of such terms as rationality, symbol, structure, 
charisma, cost, cause, or exploitation, to take a few examples more or less 
at random.4 In addition to being ambiguous or polysemous, "social" is be
set by a peculiar vagueness, even mysteriousness, that most of these other 
terms lack. 

I think we can appreciate the vagueness of the term "social" by examin
ing the standard academic division of labor in the social sciences and 
humanities, which is based on a distinction between the adjectives"social;' 
"economic;' "political;' and "cultural" or the corresponding nouns "society;' 
"economics;' "politics;' and "culture:' These terms, which took on their 
modern meanings in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, 
distinguish different spheres of life or activity that, by the end of the nine
teenth century, were studied by different academic specialties: sociology, 

'W!, :111 

4. Indeed, I would maintaiA that the polysemy of these concepts is actually linked to their 

centrality because their centrality is enhanced by their ability to call up simultaneously a num

ber of interrelated meanings. Moreover, their centrality enhances their polysemy, since speakers 

and writers are likely to attempt to harness the terms' power by stretching their meaning to cover 

the arguments currently being made. On the relationship between the power and polysemous 

character of symbols in the context of ritual, see Turner (1967, 50-51). 
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economics, political science, and, in the complex case of culture, either an
thropology or the various "humanist" disciplines of literature, classics, art 
history, musicology, and philosophy. But on closer inspection, the four 
seemingly parallel terms are in fact asymmetrical. "Economic;"'political;' 
and"cultural" are usually understood as referring to particular sorts of ac
tivities carried on in particular sorts of institutions. But "social" refers to 
no particular institutional location; it is characteristic of all institutional 

~~t 

spheres and types of activities. As this difference implies, there is 4also an 
asymmetry in the subject matter studied by the different academic disci
plines: economics, literature, and political science have usually been seen 
as studies of restricted and namable domains, whereas sociology may 
study any and all domains-any activity that falls under the rubric of 
"society" as a whole.5 As this difference implies, the "social" is understood 
as in some sense containing or subsuming the other three supposedly par
allel categories. A claim that economics, politics, and culture are all subsets 
of society seems unexceptionable, whereas a claim that, say, economics, so
ciety, and culture are subsets of politics is distinctly counter-intuitive and 
contentious. Another way of getting at this asymmetry is to note that in 
the set of distinctions "economic/ social;' "political/ social;' and "cultural/ 
social;' it turns out that the first of the terms in these pairs is always a 
marked term and the second unmarked. The social is defined in each dis
tinction purely by its contrast to some other specific and (more) definable 
sphere but lacks a specific definition of its own. In each contrast, the social 
refers to a rather vague but nevertheless significant residual category indi
cating that there are other forces, structures, and relations that determine 
human conduct than those named in the first of the contrasting terms. 

The fact that the term "social" is peculiarly vague does not mean that it 
is vacuous. Quite the contrary, the term is vague because it is oversaturated 
with meaning. This has been true since the Enlightenment, when, as the 
cultural historian Keith Baker has argued, the concept of society replaced 
religion "as the ultimate ground of order" (1994, n3). In the disenchanted 
world that the Enlightenment invented and that the social sciences have 

5. It is interesting to note that in the past couple of decades, the domain covered by literary 
studies has expanded extraordinarily, so that scholars in departments of English or German now 
regularly study not only film, popular culture, art, architecture, and music, but also the dis· 
courses of history, the social sciences, biology, journalism, physical science, and technol~y. This 
remarkable expansion in the subject matter of literary studies has been accompanied and en· 
abled by an equally remarkable inflation in the meanings of the terms culture and language, 
which, in the last third of the twentieth century, came to challenge"social" and"society" as foun
dational concepts in the human sciences. 
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taken up as their object of study, "society" and "the social" came to signify 
the complex and ultimately unknowable reality of human existence, a real
ity previously represented by such religious concepts as Divine Will or 
Providence. "The social" inherited the mysterious ontological referent of 
the divine, but"the social" represents this ultimate reality very differently
not as an inscrutable anthropomorphic will but as constituted by a com
plex "interdependence in human relations" (1994, n4). Diderot's and 
d' Alembert's Encyclopedie said of the "philosophe" that"civil society is, so to 
speak, a divinity on earth for him:' As Baker points out, this holds for the 
contemporary scholar as well. "Society;' he remarks, "is our God, the onto
logical frame of our human existence. The social (as anyone who presumes 
to question its priority is reminded) is our name for the 'really real: It se
cures the existential ground beneath our feet, presenting a bedrock of re
ality beneath the shifting sands of discourse"(1994, 95-96).6 Baker (who 
has indeed been chided by social historians for questioning the priority of 
"the social") here gets to the historical origins of our contemporary inabil
ity to define "social" and "society:' The concept of"the social" is vague and 
mysterious because it still carries a whiff of the divine. An underlying gen
eralized ontological signification- of the totality of complex interrelated
ness that we understapd as constituting the basic reality of human exis
tence- continues to adhere to its varied uses. 

Baker's historical exegesis of the eighteenth century meanings of"soci
ety" and "social" exemplifies contemporary cultural history at its best. His 
research throws important light on the conceptual terrain of the eighteenth 
century, but it also clarifies current theoretical conundrums. It performs 
the essential and edifying" postmodern:" task of making us aware that what 
we have commonly taken as a solid and indubitable intellectual foundation 
is in fact a contingent historical construct and therefore mutable and open 
to question."The social" is not"the really real" but only a sign convention
ally understood as signifying"the really real:' "The social;' Baker reminds 
us, is a historically constituted fact of discourse, not a self-evident and 
permanently valid category of the real world. But understanding that"the 
social" is a discursive fact does not dissolve the problem that its novel 
eighteenth-century usages attempted to solve-providing an ontological 
grounding of human life. Because contemporary scholars in the social sci
ences and humanities still occupy the secular disenchanted world created 

6. I have translated the passage from the Encyclopedie, which Baker quotes in French. 
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by the Enlightenment, they cannot avoid the ontological questions and 
anxieties that such a world poses. 

In this respect, it is important to recognize that "the social" and "societi' 
are by no means the only terms that serve as generalized signifiers for"the 
really real:' In fact"history" itself is precisely such a term. The oldest mean, 

ings of"history" derive more or less directly from the root meaning"story" 
and refer to history as a narrative or representation of the past. These in
clude (1) "a narrative, tale, or story"; (2) "a written narrative constituting 
a continuous methodical record, in order of time, of important or public 
events"; and (3) "that branch of knowledge that deals with past events" 
(OED). In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, "history" also began 
to be used to refer to the sequence of happenings about which a history 
might be narrated: "the whole train of events connected with a particular 
country, society, person, thing, etc:' In the eighteenth and nineteenth cen
turies, history also came to be used in a more abstract sense as "the aggre
gate of past events in general:' Raymond Williams points out in Keywords 
that"history;' in this usage, is viewed as"human self-development" and that 
"past events are seen not as specific histor,ies but as a continuous and con

nected process:' He attributes this usage to the new"universal histories" of 
the sort written by Vico or the Scottish Enlightenment authors (Williams 
1983, 146)."History" in this sense is in many respects parallel to the gener
alized meaning of "society" that emerged in the same era. History is the en
tire human past and is thought of as determining or shaping tli~ human 
present and future.Just as "society" was conceived of as governed by"social 
laws" and"social forces;' so history was thought to be governed by"histor
ical laws" and "historical forces:' If society is our God, then history is the 
same God, viewed as acting through time. Properly understood, the term 
"history" is hardly less difficult, mysterious, and abstract than "social" or 
"society:' "Society" and"history" are but two aspects of the Enlightenment 
idea of a self-created secular human existence that moderns and post
moderns alike posit as the ultimate ontological ground. 

Nor can the difficulty of the generalized ontological meaning of "the 
social" be avoided by abandoning the term "social" and switching to "cul
tural"-as in "cultural history:' As the term culture has become ever more 

widely used, it has also come to carry much of the same ontological bag
gage as "social" and "history:' Moreover, the usage of the term "culture" ac
tually has a history quite parallel to those of"society" and "history:' Prior 
to the eighteenth century the active sense of cultivation was primary, but 
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in the course of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries a more abstract 
meaning emerged-the way of life or the aesthetic and intellectual forms 
that a people or a society develop over the course of its history by means 
of such cultivation. Eventually, in the late nineteenth and twentieth cen, 
turies, "culture" also came to stand for the symbolically constituted ground 
of human existence in $eneral (Williams 1983, 87-93).-to use Max We .. 
ber's metaphor, the self-spun web of meaning in which humankind is sus .. 
pended. This generalized usage of culture was particularly characteristic 
of the discipline of anthropology, in which distinct peoples-the Bororo, 
the Ndembu, or the Balinese-were commonly characterized as"cultures" 
or "societies" more or less interchangeably. "Culture;' no less than "society" 
or"history;' refers to a generalized, secular, and humanly created reality

it just specifies that reality in a somewhat different way. "Language" and 
"discourse" have also-although rather more recently-become general .. 
ized signifiers of the secular ontological ground of human life. Replacing 
the "social" in social history by the term "cultural" or "discursive" does not, 
then, nullify the ontological problem that Baker has found lurking in the 
terms"social" and"society:' I believe that any attempt to remedy the vague, 
ness of the social by this means will, over the long run, simply transfer the 
same foundational vagueness-and rhetorical power-to the would,be 
substitute term: culture, or language, or discourse. 

IS ALL THE WORLD A TEXT? 

How, then, do we lift ourselves from this epistemic murk? I think we are 
stuck with the term "social;' in part because both "social" and "society" are 

constantly used in this highly generalized foundational way in ordinary 
speech. Attempting to ban this usage of "social" from our academic vocab, 
ularies or to replace it with some other term would almost certainly be fu, 
tile. Besides, the very generality of the concept"social" also makes it a par, 
ticularly capacious container. Better than any substitute, I believe, it can 
signify the totality of"interdependence in human relations" (to use Baker's 
phrase) that since the Enlightenment we have come to understand as the 
ultimate ontological ground of human life. I believe we must confront the 
conundrum that Baker has discovered in the social and wrestle with it; that 
we must at once ackno;wledge the existence of a certa;n irreducible vague .. 
ness or mystery surrounding this ultimate foundatiodal concept and at the 
same time clarify it as much as possible by conceptualizing it more explic .. 
itly. I propose, therefore, that we should continue to accept"social" as our 
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foundational term and to understand such terms as"culture" and"language" 
as contained within the social. 

On the other hand, it is crucial to giv~ the conceptual container signi
fied by the social some sort of internal structure and content so that it can 
be used to sort out, clarify, and explain the nature and dynamics of inter
dependence in human relations. I suggest that we begin this task by look
ing back at the original meaning of the term. Initially "social" signified 
friendship or companionship, what sociologists might call a fact:-to-face 
relationship. All the subsequent meanings of the term, I would susgest, are 
metaphorical extensions of this original meaning. Th us, in addition to the 
original meaning of unmediated, face-to face-relationship, "social" and "so
ciety" came to signify the various mediated forms of human interrelation
ship-for example, willfully formed associations, the aggregate of persons 
living in an ordered community of some sort, and eventually the reified to
tality"society" whose social laws could be discerned by the social sciences. 
I suggest that a useful way to get a conceptual handle on the social is to 
think of it in terms of the various mediations that place people into "social" 
relations with one another-mediations that may not make them com
panions but that, in one way or another, make them interdependent mem
bers of each other's worlds. 

It should be noted at the outset that this approach departs sharply from 
conventional or common-sense conceptualizations of the social, which 
tend to begin not with forms of mediation but with the various social units 
formed by mediations. The common-sense view understands social sci
ence as the study of"societies;' which are seen as composed of a multitude 
of groups, classes, social categories, or institutions, which are in turn com
posed of individual persons. The social would then be the relationships 
between these groups and between the groups and the individuals that 
make them up. This is what might be called the building-block view of so
cial structure. It is based on the implicit identification of the"society" with 
the bounded nation state, and it assumes that the social units and individ
uals that make up the society are themselves bounded units that are as
sembled into a structured whole. In my opinion, this common-sense view 
has several important flaws. First, it implies that boundedness of groups 
and of societies is a natural condition rather than an (at best incomplete) 
achievement that, when present, needs to be explained. Second, it privi
leges stasis over process, implying that historical change, when it."occurs, 
must be a consequence of strains, conflicts, or contradictions bet4feen al-
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ready constituted groups, rather than an ever-present process out of which 
groups are themselves precipitated, re-shaped, or dissolved. Third, it im
plies that individuals, as the fundamental building blocks of all social 
structures, are autonomous and given, rather than ever-changing products 
of the social processes in which they are implicated. Fourth, it assumes 
that developments taking place within "societies" are autochthonous, 
an outcome of relationships between units of the bounded society. This 
makes it conceptually difficult to take into account the effects of the many 
and important processes, loyalties, or forces that transcend the assumed 
boundaries of a given society. 

I do not wish to deny the importance of the phenomena that the build
ing-block model of the social highlights. Groups, institutions, classes, eth
nicities, professions, and the like do frequently manage to establish rela
tively clear boundaries and to police them effectively. Historical changes 
often do result from conflicts or strains between well-bounded groups or 
institutions. Individuals do frequently establish solid identities that en
dure for long periods. Many crucial developments in modern nations re
sult to a significant extent from forces and relations internal to the bound
aries of the nation. But all of these phenomena seem to me contingent 
historical outcomes of more basic social processes, not fundamental build
ing blocks of social order in general. What I take as basic are streams or se
quences of mediated human actions and the humanly created and there-

, ·~~ 

fore changeable forms that mediate them. I certainly would not deny that 
institutions, bounded groups, or national boundaries sometimes figure 
among the humanly created forms that mediate streams of human action. 
But they are members of a much broader set of phenomena, whose natures 
and spatial geometries- sometimes weakly bounded, sometimes ex
tremely far-flung, sometimes mutually interpenetrating or entwined-are 
often very different from the building blocks assumed by the common
sense model of the social. 

The building-block model is of course a metaphor, one likening"social 
structure" to the structure of a building. This architectural notion of struc
ture is a very old and deeply entrenched epistemic metaphor in all of the 
sciences, physical and biological as well as social or human. The more in
terpretivist account of the social I am developing here is based on a much 
more recent but also very widespread epistemic metaphor: the claim that 
society or the social is like language. It is this metaphor that underlies the 
by now much celebrated "linguistic turn" that swept through the human 
sciences in the final third of the twentieth century. The language metaphor 
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for society or the social order has been with us for a half-century now; one 
might reasonably date it from the publication Claude Levi-Strauss's Struc
tures elementaires de la parente in 1949 and, in a quite different Anglo
American version, from the publication of Ludwig Wittgenstein's Philo
sophical Investigations in 1953.7 The history of the spread and mutations of 
the linguistic metaphor in the human sciences since that time is rich, com
plex, and still mostly unwritten, but it is clear that the "linguistic turn" has 
been one of the great intellectual movements of the second half of the 
twentieth century.8 This can be indicated clearly by invoking the names of 
some of the major thinkers who have worked in this complex and evolving 
tradition. Here is a sampling: Louis Althusser (1969),J. L. Austin (1962), 
Roland Barthes ((1957 J 1972), Michel de Certeau (1984), Natalie Zemon 
Davis (1975), Jacques Derrida (1976), Michel Foucault (1971), Fran~ois 
Furet (1981), Clifford Geertz (1973a),Ji.irgen Habermas (1984),Julia Kris
teva (1980), Thomas Kuhn (1962),Jacques Lacan (1977),J. G. A. Pocock 
(1975), Paul Ricoeur (1974), Marshall Sahlins (1976), Quentin Skinner 

I 

(1978), Victor Turner (1967), and Raymond Williams (1983). 
I believe that language has worked so effectively as a metaphor for the 

social because, to use an Enlightenment conceit, it is founded on the na
ture of things: human social action can be understood as linguistic because 
humans are symbol-using animals. Much of what humans accomplish de
pends on the use of language in the most literal sense-we coordinate ac
tivities, make plans, communicate emotional states, and fix the meanings 
of our experiences by means of speech or writing. But what tl},akes lan
guage so powerful as a metaphor is that when humans assign m-:'aning to 
things and communicate those meanings to others by means that are, 
strictly speaking, nonlinguistic-for example, by gesture, image, or the 
fashioning of objects-those assignments of meaning operate in ways 
strongly analogous to language. Image, gesture, or other practices can be 
thought of as having something like a semantics (a system of meaningful 
symbols) and a syntax (a set of rules for combining them). Likewise, im
age or gesture can be seen as having what the great structural linguist Fer-

7. Levi-Strauss's work was not well known in the English-speaking world until the 1960s 
(1961, 1963a, 1963b, 1966, 1969). It should be noted that Levi-Strauss's work was modeled upon 
the so-called structural school of linguistics, which had already appropriated and of course sig

nificantly transformed the much older and scientifically prestigious architectural metaphor of 
structure. In fact, the French version of the school of social research based on the language 
metaphor was generally known as "structuralism:' 

8. Histories of aspects of the linguistic turn are Dosse (1997) and Megill (1985). 
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dinand de Saussure (1966) designated as a langue and a parole aspect-that 
is, as having a known set of rules that must be grasped synchronically 
(langue) and a flow of practice (parole) that must be grasped diachroni
cally. Langue, as a structure or system, simultaneously enables and con
strains parole-that is, it gives the speaker (or image maker or gesturer) 
tools with which to say something and thereby limits what can be said. 
And parole both reproduces langue by instantiating its structures and 
effects change in langue by stretching, bending or elaborating the rules
partly for the sheer fun of it, partly to find adequate means of making sense 
of an unpredictable world. It is precisely because nonlinguistic meaningful 
actions have these quasi-linguistic qualities that language is a fruitful meta
phor for the social. 

The language metaphor also entails a specific, linguistically inflected 
methodological program: what I would call paradigmatic explanation. This 
form of explanation accounts for patterns of human action by specifying 
the paradigms or codes that enable human actors to produce them-for 
example, the implicit rules of phonics, semantics, and syntax that enable 
the speaker of a language to enunciate a comprehensible sentence, or the 
vocabularies, rhetorics, stylistic conventions, and so on that mark lin
guistic utterances as belonging to specific discourses. A particular instance 
of performance is explained, in other words, as an instantiation of the 
(usually implicit) preexisting code. This explanatory form was developed 
most influentially by such pioneering linguists as Ferdinand de Saussure 
(1966) and Roman Jakobson (1970 ), who delineated the binary logics of 
various linguistic forms. Paradigmatic explanation, in one or another of its 
forms, is the fundamental tool of what are generally called "interpretive" 
methods. Interpretive scholars proceed by"reading" texts, rituals, images, 
sequences of action, or other repositories of meaning and then attempting 
to reconstruct the codes-phonological, iconographic, technical, seman
tic, rhetorical, architectural, gestural, or what have you-that the texts or 
text analogues instantiate and upon which their authors can be presumed 
to have drawn in carrying out their actions. 

This broadly linguistic conception of the social has been influential 
across almost the entire range of the human sciences-with the excep
tion, as far as I can tell, of economics. Apart from the field of literary stud
ies, which has, of course, always studied linguistic meaning, the language 
metaphor has probably been most influential in anthropology and history. 
The large and thriving subfields of cultural anthropology and cultural his
tory are both based on the linguistic model of the social. My strategy in 
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this essay will be to focus on the ontological assumptions underlying con
temporary cultural history, but I believe that my arguments will be broadly 
valid for interpretive social science across a wide range of disciplines. I 
shall begin by considering the views of Keith Baker, a leading contempo
rary cultural historian who has been introduced earlier in this essay. Be
cause he has argued with particular cogency for an uncompromisingly 
linguistic approach to history, his views make a good starting place for 
my own argument.9 

In the introduction to his path-breaking book Inventing the French Revo

lution, Baker begins by offering what he calls a"linguistic" definition of pol
itics and political culture, but soon moves on to argue that the social is also 
purely linguistic. Politics, he says, is 

the activity through which individuals and groups in any society articulate, 
negotiate, implement, and enforce the competing claims they make upon 

one another and upon the whole. Political culture is, in this sense, the set of 

discourses or symbolic practices by which these claims are made •••• Polit

ical authority is, in this view, essentially a matter of linguistic authority: 
first, in the sense that political functions are defined and allocated within 

the framework of a given political discourse; and second, in the sense that 

their exercise takes the form of upholding authoritative definitions of the 

terms within that discourse. 

Having defined politics as a linguistic phenomenon, he proceeds to answer 
the anticipated objection: that such a definition "denies the relevance of 
social interests to political practice:' His response to this is formulated on 
a distinctly ontological terrain. He denies categorically the existence of 
"social realities independent of symbolic meanings:' 

All social activity has a symbolic dimension that gives it meaning, just as all 

symbolic activity has a social dimension that gives it point. This is to argue 
that claims to delimit the field of discourse in relation to nondiscursive so

cial realities that lie beyond it invariably point to a domain of action that is 
itself discursively constituted. They distinguish, in effect, between different 

discursive practices-different language games-rather than between dis-
,.} 

cursive and nondiscursive phenomena. (Baker 1990, 4-5) · p 

Baker begins this passage by asserting that human activities have two 
parallel and apparently equal dimensions: the "social" and the "symbolic:' 

9. It should probably be pointed out that a position quite similar to Baker's has been elabo
rated quite independently by Gareth Stedman Jones (I996). 
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Baker's language of dimensions implies that all domains of social action are 
constituted simultaneously by both "social" and "symbolic" considera

tions-that the shaping of the social by the symbolic and the symbolic by 
the social is mutual and fully reciprocal. But after setting up this apparent 
parallel, Baker effectively denies it by asserting that so-called "social reali
ties" are themselves "discursively constituted:' The implication of his argu
ment would seem to be that "the social" is an illusion and that invoking it 
is an analytical error: what appear to be"social" influences on discourse are 
in reality just links between different language games. Or, alternatively, we 
might say that Baker is redefining the social (understood, still, as"interde
pendence in human relationships") as entirely a matter,of intertextuality. 
The interrelationship of humans takes place, Baker seems to be saying, 

purely through the medium of language. As far as I can tell, Baker is here 
using language not as a metaphor, but literally; for him, apparently, the so
cial really is language. History, or society, on this view, must be understood 
as a complex, multilevel text that we humans, ourselves constituted by the 

text, are nevertheless continually writing and revising7i 

But precisely what s9,rt of text is the world: Baker is an expert on what 
one might call"high" political culture-political theory and formal politi

cal argument. It is certainly true that the world of formal political argument 
is profoundly textual. But although Baker asserts that all human practices 

are discursively constituted, he actually has had little to say in his empirical 
historical studies about the sorts of practices that are usually evoked by the 
term "social"-such matters as work relations, consumption, modes of so

ciability, kinship, institutional dynamics, status hierarchies, or material cul
ture. We must, therefore, take on faith his claim that such arenas of prac
tice are best understood as "language games" and can therefore be analyzed 
adequately by means of linguistic methods. Roger Chartier, another lead
ing cultural historian of early modern France, has sharply challenged 

Baker's assertion that all such spheres of human practice are linguistic or 

textual (Baker and Chartier l994i Chartier 1997 ). He insists that even 
within the realm of cultural practices, the textual model is of strictly lim
ited applicability. "Experience;' he warns, "is not reducible to discourse" and 

historians therefore"must guard against unconstrained use of the category 
of the 'text'-a term too often inappropriately applied to practices ••• 
whose tactics and procedures bear no resemblance to discursive strategies" 
(Chartier 1997, 18-19, 20 ). For Chartier, maintaining the distinction be

tween discursive and nondiscursive practices is essential. There is, he ar
gues, "a radical difference between the lettered, logo centric, and hermeneu-
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tic rationality that organizes the production of discourses and the rational
ity informing all other realms of practice" (Chartier 1997, 77). 

Yet on closer inspection many of the analyses of"nondiscursive prac
tices" that Chartier singles out as exemplary have a surprisingly"textual" 
quality-for example, Louis Marin's work (1988, 1993) on the logic of im
ages, Michel de Certeau's ( 1984) on practices of daily life, and Michel Fou
cault's ( 1977) on the microtechnologies of discipline. It is true that these 
works focus on practices whose logics are not strictly speaking linguis
tic-iconic representation, urban strolling, or meticulous bodily training. 
But practices of this kind are"textual" in a more extended or metaphorical 
sense- that is, to use Chartier's own definition of textuality, they are 
"based on signs whose meaning is fixed by convention" and "constitute 
semiotic systems open to interpretation:'10 Although Chartier sharply 
criticizes what he calls "the American 'linguistic turn;" he does not deny 
that all social life is symbolically constituted. He merely insists that the 
symbolic practices that constitute social life cannot be reduced to forms of 
discourse. Chartier reminds us that many, perhaps most, of the practices 
studied by cultural history are not governed by the specific semiotic mech
anisms of language, but by a great variety of other quite distinct se111iotic 
practices-iconic, ludic, spatial, technical, gestural, ritual, discip~·inary, 
and the like. 

By semiotic practices, I mean any practices that communicate informa
tion by means of some sort of signs and are therefore open to interpreta
tion. I agree with Chartier that use of the linguistic term "discourse" as the 
general signifier for semiotic practices is misleading and that it threatens 
to turn our attention away from practices that operate by rules of a non
linguistic kind. But in my opinion Chartier's observations do not so much 
refute Baker's point about the"discursive" constitution of all human prac
tices as they complicate and enrich it, pointing out that the world of mean
ing is much wider than the world of speech and writing. 11 We might say 
that Chartier reminds us that the notion that the world is a text is, after 
all, a metaphor, and that our metaphorical"inscriptions" of meaning- our 
semiotic practices - are fixed in many media besides language. Take the 
example of kinship. Kinship is certainly in part a genuinely linguistic phe
nomenon: there is a structured set of terms for kin relations, and there are 

IO. Chartier himself (I997, 8I) defines texts in this way in his discussion of D. F. McKensie. 
For a comparable extension of the notion of text, see Ricoeur (I97I). 

II. For a more extensive critical evaluation of Chartier's position, see Sewell (I998). 
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many discourses prescribing the appropriate forms of feeling and behavior 
among kin. But kinship as a meaning system is also "inscribed" or fixed in 
sex, in procreation, in exchanges of money or material goods, and in feel
ings of security, rage,i:or loyalty.12 Kinship is "written'' in the scripts of the 
body and material possessions, not only in texts or utterances. 

I believe that one useful way of grasping the nature of the world's 
metaphorical "textuality" is to consider further Baker's Wittgensteinian 

reference to "language games:' Baker's usage of the language game 
metaphor seems to suggest that the key to understanding various practices 
that we think of as "social" is to show how they are constituted by linguis
tic practices. But it seems to me that the implication of the term"language 
games" in Wittgenstein's usage actually points as m.uch in the opposite di
rection- the metaphor indicates that in order to know what words mean, 
we have to understand the system of structured and purposive activities, 
the "game;' within which they are used. It is true that words are part and 
parcel of the activity in question-these are language games. But the mean
ings of words are not intrinsic; they are given by their place in the activity 
being carried out. As Wittgenstein puts it, "the term 'language-game' is 
meant to bring into prominence the fact that the speaking of language is 
part of an activity, or of a form of life" (Wittgenstein 1958, n). The impli
cation is that although a given activity involves specific linguistic usages 
and although language is constitutive of the activity in question, the activ
ities-that is, the "language games" or "forms of life"-are not reducible 
to language. Although they are in important respects made up of language, 
they are also made up of something more than language. 

This is obvious in the case of the language that Wittgenstein posits at 
the very inception of the Philosophical Investigations. There we are asked to 
imagine a language used for communication between a builder and an as
sistant, a language with only four words:"block;' "pillar;' "slab;' and "beam:' 
In this language game, the builder calls out a word-e.g.,"slab"-and the 
assistant brings it to him. In this instance, which Wittgenstein character
izes as "a complete primitive language;' it is clear that the four-word lan
guage only makes sen·.se within the activity or language game of building, 
in which the various building materials are brought to the builder who 
uses them to erect a house, a temple, or a barn (3). Simply knowing the 
words that constitute the language would tell us nothing unless we under
stood what building was, why building materials had to be brought to the 

12. Schneider (1968) famously argued that the central symbol of American kinship is coitus. 
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builder, and how they might be assembled to make a structure. To be sure, 
Wittgenstein was a philosopher of language and he in fact paid little sys
tematic attention to the nonlinguistic aspects of language games or forms 
of life in the Philosophical Investigations. But if we are to make serious use of 
his concepts in analyzing historical processes, I maintain that we need to 
think as seriously about the "games" aspect of Wittgenstein's meta~hor as 
about the "language" aspect.13 

Here it might be useful to think about the many far from "primitive" 
games-most obviously competitive athletic games-in which the role of 
linguistic utterance per se is distinctly secondary. There are, of course, lin
guistic terms for the various moves and meaningful objects in, for example, 
h f b k b ll "fi h II" II II b d" llf: 11' II "b k t e game o as et a : ree t row, pass, re oun , rou 1ne, ac .. 

board;' "point guard;' "three-point line;' "post-up;' 'jump shot;' "pick and 
roll;' "power forward;' "pump fake;' "fast break;' "the paint;' "hard foul;' 
"press;' and so on. Language figures in basketball in many ways. There are 
written rules; infractions of rules may be explained verbally by the refer
ees; strategies can be developed and explained in language; coaches in
struct players partly by telling them what they are doing wrong and right; 
teams play in leagues that represent cities or educational institutions, and 
the identities between the teams and the cities or schools are sustained by 
endless talk and writing. In all these senses, the game of basketball is con
stituted by language. But most of the knowledge and strategy that makes 
a basketball game work and that distinguishes a skillful player or team 
from a mediocre one is not constituted primarily by language-it is above 
all bodily or kinesthetic. The jump shot or the dunk is communicated from 
one player to another visually rather than linguistically and it is mastered 
by physical emulation and repetition. The role of language in teaching 
basketball skills is itself keyed to the kinesthetic register- "make sure 
you're at the top of the jump before you release the shot;"'put a little more 
arc on the ball;' or"extend your follow-through:' It may be argued that this 
kinesthetic knowledge itself constitutes a semiotic system. Players with 
kinesthetic competence give off and respond to each others' bodily cues 
and are capable of making meaningful kinesthetic innovations that lead to 
responding innovations by teammates and opponents. These cues and re .. 
sponses are also interpreted and appreciated by knowledgeable sp~tators. 
One indication that kinesthetic basketball competency is semiotic is that 
strategies are often based on bodily deception-like the pump fake, which 

IJ. Here I am following up a suggestion made in conversation by Stuart Hall. 
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mimics the beginning of a jump shot, thereby making the defender leave 
his or her feet to disrupt the expected shot, after which the shooter can go 
up for an unhindered jump shot while the defender is on the way down. 
But I am deeply skeptical about any claim that this system can be said to 
work by genuinely linguistic rules. It might be possible to analyze the 
kinesthetic dimension of basketball as having a syntax and semantics, or as 
system of signs whose meanings are determined by their relations of con
trast with other signs. But I suspect that efforts to apply a fully discursive 
or linguistic model would probably result in fundamentally misconstruing 
the dynamics of the game and missing the distinctive logics that actually 
characterize basketball-and probably kinesthetic systems of knowledge 
in general. 14 

Thinking about games like basketball reinforces and radicalizes 
Chartier's argument against the linguistic reductionism implicit in much 
current cultural history and revalues the significance of Baker's invocation 
of language games. The diverse and interconnected domains of practice
or language games-that make up the object of historical study are by no 
means reducible to w1;.iat usually goes by the name of discourse. But, as I 
think the example of,pasketball demonstrates, theycare complex systems 
of meaningful action. In this sense they are semiotic systems, or, since they 
connect discourses with nondiscursive semiotic practices, we might say 
they are semiotic complexes. They therefore can be subjected to the gen
eral family of methods that are usually associated with the study of lin
guistic phenomena, in which the character of observed practices are ex
plained by specifying the paradigms or codes that enable human actors to 
produce them. One means of correcting what I have called in chapter 2 the 
"thinning of the social" in cultural history would be to extend radically the 
range and ambition of cultural history. We could do this by shifting our fo
cus from discourses in the strict sense-that is, linguistic performances
toward attempts at specifying the codes or paradigms underlying mean
ingful practices that seem resistant to linguistic analysis and that might 
conventionally be thought of precisely as the sort of"nondiscursive social 
realities" that causally limit or shape discourses. Important examples of 
such efforts already exist, such as Richard Biernacki's study of how largely 
implicit and practical conceptions of wage labor structured work experi
ence in nineteenth-century British and German factories (1995), Lok 
Wacquant's studies of the bodily practices of boxers (1995, 2004), Peter 

14· For a very different kinesthetic semiotic practice, see Wacquant (1995, 2004). 
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Galison's studies of the"languages" of the mechanical apparatus of physics 

(1997), or Anthony Wallace's brief but brilliant excursus on the semiotics 

of mechanical thinking in nineteenth-century America (1978, 237-79). 

Such a program for historical research would remain within the terri
tory staked out by Baker, when he claims that invocations of social causal

ity are references to domains of action that are themselves discursively 

constituted. Or, rather, it would remain within the territory staked out by 
the expanded or metaphorized version of this claim: that such invocations 
refer to domains of action constituted by some sort of semiotic practices. 

But it would significantly alter the claim by pointing out that the para
digms or codes uncovered in such research are often likely to be governed 
by semiotic logics very different in form and in medium from linguistic 

codes. Rather than making it appear that we can easily make sense of the 
relationships between different "language games" by already available dis
cursive methods-for example, those of literary criticism or"Cambridge 
school" intellectual history-this radicalization of cultural history would 

imply the search for a much wider variety of semiotic methods.15 And it 

would also imply close attention to the question of how semiotic practices 

carried out in such different media and according to such different logics 
are articulated to one another. 

THE PROBLEM OF ARTICULATION 

By"articulation" I mean, in the words of the Oxford English Dictionary, "the 

action or process of jointing; the state of being jointed; or the mode of 
jointing or junction:' In the case of discourses, articulation implies the 
attachment or 'jointing" of distinct discourses to one another. In post
structuralist language, the operation of joining together distinct dis
courses is often called"suturing:' Whereas ''articulation" might be taken to 

imply that the discourses joined together fit together naturally-as the 
vertebra are articulated in a human body-the term "suture" implies the 
active intervention of a surgeon who sews together tissues previously not 
joined. The question of the articulation or suturing of discourses is the 

bread and butter of cultural history. For example, Lenore Davidoff and 
Catherine Hall have shown how, in nineteenth-century Britain, a dis
course of femininity was attached to a discourse about the middle-class 

I5. I should avow that my citing of Cambridge school intellectual history is not entirely in
nocent. Baker's style of cultural history is very much in the Cambridge school tradition, and 
Gareth Stedman Jones (19961 34) specifically cites Cambridge school historians as exemplars for 
developing the sort of truly linguistic approach to history that he advocates. 
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home to form an ideology of domesticity (1987). Similarly, I have shown 
how, in the years following the July Revolution of 1830 in France, militant 
workers joined together a liberal discourse about individual freedom with 

their corporate discourse about trade solidarity to create a proto,socialist 

form of class consciousnes~ around the key term"association" (1980, 194-
,,_.. 

218; 1981). In such cases, cultural historians show how particular moti, 

vated acts of linguistic invention fuse or bind together previously distinct 

discursive fields, permanently affecting the semantics and syntax of both 
of the now articulated fields. 

But the realization that these discourses are themselves embedded in 

"language games" immediately makes the problem of articulation more 
complex. If we follow the interpretation I have elaborated above, language 
games in general are constituted of something more than.language. Any dis, 
cussion of a discourse conceived as a language game mu~t take into account 
the articulations of linguistic practices to other forms of semiotic practice, 

which, conjointly, constitute a language game. Again, cultural historians 
have certainly addressed this problem implicitly in their work. Thus, when 
Davidoff and Hall discuss the discourse of the middle,class home, they 

not only quote poems and manuals but indicate how these discourses were 
articulated to new architectural forms and practices of gardening, which 
gave the discourse a particular and highly reinforcing material instantia, 

tion in such neighborhoods as Birmingham's Edgebaston (1987, 357-96). 

Or when I discuss the corporate language of the artisan trades in early 
nineteenth,century France, I show how these were articulated to specific 
forms of artisanal organization and to artisans' methods of controlling 

production in the workplace (Sewell 1980, 1981). Likewise, the game of 
basketball, to return to my earlier example, involves articulations between 
a number of different types of semiotic practices. The various kinesthetic 
moves and strategies of basketball are articulated simultaneously to what 
one might call the technical discourses of coaches and players, to the phys, 
ical codes of honor of young urban African, American men, to the media 
discourses of basketball connoisseurship, to the legal structures that regu, 

late the flow of play on the floor, to the advertising discourse of sports 

celebrity, to the financial 511~ategies that, in combination vyith the supply of 
talent, determine the ecori.~mic remuneration of the players, and to plenty 
of others. To do cultural analysis at all, I maintain, brings one face,to,face 

with the problem of articulations between diverse semiotic modalities. 

The connections between different modalities of language games can be 
expected, normally, to result in a more or less stable alignment, such that, 
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for example, the kinesthetic strategies of basketball and the rules that gov .. 
ern the flow of the game are mutually sustaining. It is the mutual attuning 
of language and other semiotic practices that constitutes a language game 
in the first place.16 But the fit may be considerably less than perfect. Im .. 
perfections or slippages in the articulations between different modalities 
of semiotic practices seem to me important sources of changes in the ov~r
all shape of the games in question-which is to say, of social life. To cgn
tinue with the basketball example, one of the major forms of kinesthetic 
strategy is to devise new techniques that are legally consonant wi~h the 
rules but that change the odds in favor of the team that employs them. 
This then gives rise to compensating changes in rules, which lead to other 
innovations, which lead to yet other changes in rules. The consequence is 
that the rules, the kinesthetic moves, and the overall shape of the game 
change remarkably over time. An early basketball innovation was to re .. 
cruit an exceptionally tall player who could park himself under the basket 
on defense and simply leap up and intercept the path of the ball when it 
was headed for the basket. The result was that the teams adopting the 
strategy tended to dominate all other teams. This led the sport's rule
making body to introduce the infraction known as "goal tending;' which 
forbade a defensive player from touching the ball when an opponent's shot 
was on the downward portion of its arc.17 One of the major dynamics of 
the sport ever since has been for the kinesthetic strategists to figure out 
new ways of taking advantage of exceptional height and for the rule
makers to respond by attempting to counteract height's advantages. The 
responses by the rule .. makers include the introduction of the "three .. 
second violation;' which kept very tall players from parking under the bas .. 
ket on offense; the widening of the free .. throw lane, which extended the 
area to which the three .. second violation applied; and the introduction of 
the three .. point line, which made shots from long distance worth three 
points rather than two, thereby advantaging the smaller players who could 
shoot accurately from long range. The result has been a continuing co .. 
evolution of the kinesthetic and legal semiotic practices that are articu .. 
lated with each other to make up the game of basketball. 

The generative quality of slippages between semiotic practices in differ .. 

16. This is one place where my discussion oflanguage games seems to me quite parallel to~y 
discussion of structure in chapter 4. 

17. The National Collegiate Athletic Association introduced the infraction of goal tending in 
1944 to limit the advantage of such tall players as Bob Kurland (seven feet) of Oklahoma A&M 
and Bob Mikan (six feet ten inches) of DePaul (Hollander I973, 39, 127). 
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ent modalities is hardly limited to the bundle of semiotic practices known 

as basketball. Slippage figures importantly, for example, in William Reddy's 
recent work on the history of emotions. Reddy argues that discursive vo

cabularies of emotion are articulated to variations in feeling, encouraging 
some feeling states and discouraging others and consequently giving rise 
to distinctive emotional cultures in particular times and places. But these 
emotional cultures can never be fixed, Reddy argues, because even though 
the dynamics of feelings are profoundly shaped by emotion discourses, the 
emotions and discourses are so different in their nature and logics that they 
can never be matched up flawlessly (2001). This problem of slippages in ar
ticulations can also be illustrated in my own work in chapter 8 of this book 
on the taking of the Bastille during the French Revolution. I have shown 
how in the days followingJuly 14, 1789, deputies in the National Assembly 
came to represent this urban revolt as a legitimate rising of the sovereign 
people, thereby articulating the modality of urban violence to the political 
discourse of popular sovereignty in the new and fateful category of revolu
tion. The articulation between the semiotics of urban crowd behavior and 

the semiotics of the theory of popular sovereignty changed the meanings 
and potentialities of both, reinforcing at once the power of the crowd and 

the ideology of populaJ~i sovereignty. This articulatiortj which created the 
new political category"revolution;' turned out to be irreversible. The genie 

of revolution, once released, could not be put back into the bottle. But at 

the same time the language game of revolution was dynamic and unstable, 
with new outbreaks of crowd violence resulting in constant readjustments 

in the political theory, and with discursive innovations in the theory giving 
rise to new possibilities of"revolutionary" violence. Slippages in articula

tions between different types of semiotic practices are a potent source of 
historical change. 

But slippages of this sort are not the only form of articulatory misfit 
between different semiotic practices. Equally important is the problem of 
misfits between the scopes, scales, or locations of the practices being ar
ticulated. Again, examples should help to make the point. I mentioned ear
lier that the kinesthetic strategies of basketball are articulated to the phys

ical codes of honor of young African-American males. Because the colleges 
recruit so many of their best basketball players from working-class urban 
African-American neighborhoods, the coaches, referees, and white play
ers find that the game must both accommodate and keep under control 

certain African-American working-class norms regulating the assertion of 
and resistance to physical intimidation. The result of this spatial or loca-
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tional misfit between distinct but articulated semiotic practices (codes of 
honor located in working-class African-American neighborhoods, kines

thetic practices located in college gymnasiums) has been distinctive changes 
in the kinesthetic moves and emotional attitudes even of college basketball 
players who themselves grew up in affluent white suburbs. 

There are even cases in which connected semiotic practices operate at 

such different spatial scales that their articulation appears to take the form 
of dumb compulsion rather than the intersubjective understanding as
sumed by linguistic or hermeneutic models. Take the language game of 
middle-class financial prudence, which in Buenos Aires, Osaka, Oslo, 

Taipei, or Atlanta features putting aside savings for future needs. This lan

guage game obviously involves complexly articulated and usually mutually 
reinforcing semiotic practices- discourses of thrift, practices of main

taining savings accounts, certain strategies of deferred consumption, etc. 
But all of these practices are also articulated indirectly to a world-wide fu
tures market in currencies, whose fluctuations can inflate or wipe out a 
middle-class saver's bank accounts almost overnight. A moment's reflec

tion makes it clear that the currency futures market is also a language game 
in the sense I have been using in this essay. From the point of view of cur

rency traders, Argentine pesos or Japanese yen are counters in a high stakes 
game- a largely self-contained semiotic system with its own rules, strate
gies, categorical distinctions, vocabulary, signals, rewards, and :tl.)Otiva
tions. But the effects of moves in the currency-trading game can be devas
tating for players in the other games to which it is connected. Witness the 
tragic events of 2001 in Argentina, when systematic short-selling of the 

peso by traders had a devastating effect on Argentine savers, whose ac
counts fell to a fraction of their previous value. In the process, the Argen
tine language game of middle-class financial prudence itself came apart, 
violently disarticulated by the shock. Its players were despoiled, discourses 
of thrift devalued, practices of saving abandoned, and major purchases de
ferred not to a calculable future, but indefinitely. 

Looked at from the point of view of bourgeois savers in Buenos Aires, 
the Argentine peso crisis might seem a sort of limiting case-one in which 

the articulations of semiotic practices are characterized by such violence 
and inscrutability that linguistic models seem overwhelmed. At junctures 
like this we tend to throw up our hands and talk of systemic forces or the 

inherent dynamics of capitalism. Yet if we are to understand social tragedies 
of this sort, when local actors are devastated by forces utterly beyond their 

control, we are likely to gain more analytical purchase by attempting to re-
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construct the concrete semiotic practices and their articulations than by 

alluding to "systems" or "dynamics:' Indeed, such "macro" concepts only 
become useful if they can be specified concretely-by showing how the 

systems or dynamics are composed of interrelated language games. We too 
I 

often tend to think of micro and macro processes as going on or at least as 

being decipherable at 9;tfferent "levels of abstraction,~' But the semiotic 
practices of currency tr~ders are in fact just as concrete ~s those of middle, 

class savers (and just as abstract-both are manipulating highly abstract 
signs of value). What makes the currency traders different is that the tech, 

nologies they work with enable them to operate on a vastly greater spatial 
scale and that their activities happen to involve resources-they may 
trade hundreds of billions of dollars a day- that are beyond the imagina, 
tion of even the most avid middle,class Argentine saver. 

Much of what we think of as macro relations are simply articulated 

semiotic practices of unusually great power and scope. Nor are capitalist 
relations unique in this respect. Such social tragedies as a rural Afghan 

wedding party blown to bits by a missile from a drone aircraft or a Syrian 
immigrant worker separated from his family and deported from the United 

States for a minor crime committed twenty years ago are explicable in 

analogous ways. As these two examples suggest, the state, in both its 
military and civil guises, is a network of semiotic practices whose scope is 
very wide and whose power is very great. In this respect it resembles the 
collection of language games we call capitalism. The articulations of the 
state's language games with the lives of ordinary people can also seem ut, 

terly arbitrary and violent. But we are unlikely to gain any real under, 
standing this kind of arbitrariness and violence unless we pay close atten, 
tion to the specific articulations between concrete semiotic practices 

carried on at very different scopes or scales. Provisionally, at least, it seems 
worth positing that the difference between micro and macro relations is 
better understood as a difference in the scope or scale of semiotic practices 
rather than a difference in levels of abstraction. 

Before leaving the question of articulation, I wish to make one addi, 

tional comment on the analytical value pf recognizing that semiotic prac, 

tices come in a variety of modalities, and that language games always 
include articulations be):ween linguistic and nonlingui~tic semiotic modal, 
ities. Making this distinction seems to me much preferable to stretching 
the notion of language to cover all semiotic practices. It is better, in part, 

because it enables us to recognize some very consequential qualities of Ian, 

guage that are either absent or not present to such a heightened degree in 
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the other semiotic practices to which it is articulated in the bundles of 
practices I am calling language games. I am thinking, above all, of the re
flexive capacity of language. Language is capable of reflecting upon itself, 
or, to put this in a less reified fashion, a user of language is capable of re
flecting in language upon the language-or iconography, or kinesthetic 
practice- that she and her fellows use. Indeed, she may even reflect upon 
these reflections, pondering about whether the language she uses to make 
such reflections is actually adequate to her purposes, or whether, for ex
ample, she needs to supplement her usual Marxist evaluative diJt?ourse 
with arguments cast in Freudian language. 

There is no doubt that some degree of reflexivity is possible in other 
semiotic modalities. Art historians point out that painters comment on 
the existing traditions of artistic representation by, for example, making 
satirical use of the stylistic conventions for painting nudes, or by develop
ing styles that draw attention to the way the medium of paint is being 
used. Or a basketball player can spoof another player's kinesthetic moves 
by imitating them in an exaggerated way. But the specific qualities of lan
guage as a semiotic practice-for example, its extraordinary plasticity 
and complexity or its ability to mark temporality in the tenses of verbs or 
to distinguish indicative, subjunctive, and conditional moods- make it 
a particularly suitable medium for carrying out reflection and evaluation. 
My story about the dialectical relationship between kinesthetic innova
tions and responding innovations in the rules of basketball can be used to 
illustrate the specific value of language as a medium of reflection. The 
kinesthetic innovation of placing an exceptionally tall defensive player un
der the basket to bat away the shots of the opposition produced a crisis 
in the game, threatening to reduce scoring drastically and make the game 
much less enjoyable to watch. But the solution to this kinesthetically gen
erated problem was worked out in language-in deliberations by the 
sport's rule-making body that eventuated in changes in the written rules. 
It was only in language that the question of. changing rules to protect the 
integrity of the game could be deliberated about and resolved. Here, as 
usual, basketball serves as an allegory for social life in general, where reflec

tion, deliberation, and argumentation in language plays a disproportion
ate role in governing semiotic practices of all kinds. I am happy to affirm, 
in other words, that language may properly be singled out as a particularly 
important form of semiotic practice-important because its reflexive ca-

t 

pacity enables it to govern semiotic practices of all kinds and therefbre to 
have particularly powerful effects on their development. But it is only if we 



are willing to restrict the notion of language to its proper scope, rather 
than claiming that all human action is linguistic, that we can properly rec
ognize language's specific powers. 

BEYOND THE SEMIOTIC MODEL? 

What point have we reached in the effort to refigure the social? I began by 

considering the ontological position posited by the linguistic turn-the 
claim that interdependence in human relations (in other words, "the so
cial") is established and maintained in the medium of language. I have, 
however, suggested that we need to push the claim that the social is "lin
guistic" beyond the realm of language or discourse proper to encompass 
other kinds of semiotic practices, practices that presumably belong in the 
same family as language because we can effectively explain or explicate 
them by comparable methodological procedures. The social, in this ren
dering, should be conceptualized as constituted not only by linguistic me
diation, but by a whole variety of types of semiotic mediations (for ex
ample, kinesthetic, iconographic, architectural, emotional, and so on) that 
create and sustain interdependence in human relations. I have further ar
gued that we need to pay especially close attention to the articulations be
tween diverse semiotic practices, since the "language games" that form the 
basic units of the soc~~ are themselves composites qf semiotic practices 
in more than one medium. I have argued in particular that the joints or 
articulations between different semiotic practices are important sources 
of strain and transformation in social life because of inevitable misfits 
between the practices beingjoined together. One reason for misfits is that 
different semiotic practices are embodied in different media with different 
logics (bodily movement, speech, buildings, images, prices, and so on). An
other is that the various semiotic practices that constitute a language game 
often are not congruent in scope. This means that semiotic practices artic
ulated in a given language game are also likely to be articulated into other 
language games where they are connected to yet other semiotic practices, 
with quite other logics, that can feed back through the initial point of ar
ticulation into the original language game. (Think of the case of basketball 
and urban African-American male honor codes.) The semiotic model I 
have been elaborating implies that the social is a complex network, in which 
language games are nodes of articulation between various overlapping but 
differently shaped semiotic practices. All of this surely takes us well be
yond the initial definition of the social as constituted by language. I also 
believe that it thickens the social in salutary ways and that it does so with
out straying off the broad terrain defined by the linguistic turn. 



But is this semiotic conception of the social really adequate? Even if lan
guage is a major, or the major, way that interdependence in human rela
tionships is mediated, are there consequential forms of social mediation 
that cannot be grasped adequately by means of semiotic methods? Given 
that quantitative methods and positivist epistemology have long been 
dominant in American social science, most social scientists (or at least 
most social scientists outside of history and anthropology) surely would 
answer that semiotic methods are far from sufficient for making sense of 
the social world. Interpretive methods, often known as"qualitiative" meth
ods, are generally marginalized and very much on the defensive in the so
called "hard" social sciences. By contrast with the interpretivists' paradig
matic explanation, most social scientists employ a very different form of 
explanation, which I would call mechanistic. Mechanistic explanation 
specifies not paradigm and performance but cause and effect. Unlike semi
otic explanation, which can be applied only to humans, the mechanistic 

form of explanation applies most obviously to physical nature. Its analog
ical extension to human relations has traditionally been the prime goal of 
the social sciences. In the simplest form of mechanistic explanation, the 
presence of some phenomenon (a cause) determines the appearance of an
other phenomenon (an effect). Thus the application of heat sufficient to 
raise the temperature of water to one hundred degrees Celsius causes the 
latter to turn to steam. Of course, the laws posited as governing social phe
nomena always take a probabilistic form, thanks to the extraordina~}' com
plexity of the determinants of human behavior. Generally speaking, social 
scientists engage in the mechanistic form of explanation tend to model 
themselves on the natural sciences, espousing positivist or objectivist epis
temologies and using formal quantitative methods-assembling data
bases, plotting graphs, calculating rates and proportions, and performing 
statistical tests. Researchers who espouse quantification generally con
ceive of the social as made up of stable entities with measurable attributes 
or variables and a set of causal connections between the variables that can 
be stated in law-like form (Abbott 1988). Although there are exceptions, 
such scholars tend to be dismissive of interpretive research as "literary" or 
"unscientific;' as unworthy of the name of social science. 

I have assembled my share of databases and have plotted my share of 
graphs, but my sympathies in the epistemological struggles between in
terpretivists and positivists are firmly in the interpretivist camp. Never
theless, I think it would be rash and naive to reject quantitative methods 
and mechanistic forms of explanation out of hand. Above all, I think we 
need to take notice of the elephant in interpretive social science's parlor: 
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the constant presence of powerful economic constraints and pressures on 
semiotic practices of all kinds-not only in the present, but at least since 
the beginning of the capitalist era, some half a millennium ago. Econo
mists, who have managed to establish themselves as the preeminent inter
preters of such constraints and pressures, claim that they must be under
stood mechanistically and studied quantitatively. This claim is certainly 
hard to reject out of Vi-and because such approach~i do seem to have 

f 
afforded economists a 'significant grasp of economic relations. I would 
argue that quantification is necessary for the study of the economy, but 
only because of the particular semiotic qualities of capitalist social rela
tions. As Karl Marx argued famously in chapter 1 of Capital, the general
ization of the commodity form has tended to transform all kinds of qual
itative relations into quantitative relations of economic value (1977). From 
my perspective, the commodity form must itself be understood as a cul
tural construction. Money is an abstract symbolic system that establishes a 
quantitative equivalence between otherwise apparently unrelated things
the skills of weavers in Bangladesh, the production of wheat in Kansas, 
and the means of providing credit in Sao Paolo. But this quantitative sym
bolic form is what some Marxist scholars have called a "real abstraction;' 

one that informs the very textures of our social world (Postone 1993). 

What the ubiquity of the commodity form implies, one might say, is that 
all kinds of distinct semiotic practices are articulated into a particularly 
powerful family of language games- capitalist production and exchange
that is itself fundamentally quantitative in form and is therefore intrinsi
cally susceptible to mathematical analysis. 

The semiotic practices that make up social life are maintained or trans
formed by interpretations and manipulations of the codes that govern 
their practice. Normally the various actors engaged in semiotic practices 
have an intersubjective understanding of what the various interpretations 
or manipulations of the codes mean. The peculiarity of capitalist language 
games is that because every commodity is articulated to every other com
modity through the universal, worldwide symbolic medium of money, ac
tors in these games are continually buffeted by actions that lie far beyond 
their semiotic reach. Thus, for example, producers of cotton textiles not 

only have to worry about changes in language games to which they are ob
viously articulated, su4';as the fashion industry or th<il~production of rival 
fibers like wool and synthetics, but about matters that are completely be
yond their ken as cotton producers and that affect them as brute quantita
tive constraints-for example, fluctuations in the stock market, the cost of 
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borrowing money, or exchange rates between currencies. Crucially impor
tant aspects of the social reality faced by participants in the language 
games of capitalism present themselves ppenomenally as a complex of 
quantitative fluctuations in prices that act upon participants by what ap
pears to be a mute mechanical causality, not by an intersubjective adjust
ment of semiotic codes. If this is so, if players in the most powerful and 
widespread complex of language games shaping our own lives experience 
significant aspects of their interrelationships in a quantitative and me

chanical form, then even a conception of the social based on a.Jsurely 
semiotic model must take into account quantitative methods. Hence, as a 
convinced interpretivist, I must endorse the methodological necessity of 
embracing quantitative reasoning. 

However, I emphatically do not endorse the dominant ideology of 
quantitative social science. This ideology, as I see it, makes the error of on
tologizing the quantifiable features of the social world, of assuming that 
the world is naturally and necessarily composed of quantifiable units and 
that these units are its essence. This, I would argue, has perverse and ulti
mately crippling effects. It blocks from view the semiotic quality of the 
myriad capitalist language games that actually produce quantifiable forms 
of social relations; it tends to cancel out the ways that capitalist language 
games themselves are shaped by their articulations with a range of other 
unquantifiable semiotic practices; and it hides the fact that our fascination 
with quantification itself arises out of the generalized commodification of 
our social life. For a quick and dirty illustration of this last point- our cul
tural fascination with quantification- one need only turn (in keeping with 
the recurring sub-theme of this chapter) to the sports page of the news
paper, where the reader is regaled with all kinds of statistics: batting aver
ages and slugging percentages of baseball players; numerical rankings of 
basketball players by scoring, rebounding, steals, and free-throw percent
age; composite quarterback ratings and computer rankings of football 
teams. It is a trivial but very telling fact about contemporary culture that 
to be a sports fan is also to be an avid consumer of statistics. 

Thus, as I see it, mainstream social scien~e is wrong to mistake as nat
ural the quantifiable characteristics of social life that have in fact been pro
duced historically by the rise and metastatic spread of the quantitatively 
shaped language games of capitalism. However, I do not use this argument 
to debunk quantitative reasoning. Quantitative reasoning is crucial, as I 
have stated above, for understanding the very real and very P~Jerful 
modalities of interdependence in human relations that capitalist lartguage 
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games put into play. But I would also argue, additionally, that it makes us 
aware of, and gives us intellectual means of analyzing, quantifiable features 
of even noncapitalist or precapitalist social relations. Here the argument 
may seem paradoxical. If we assume, as I do, that all social relations are 
semiotic ally generated, why should quantitative reasoning or a mechanical 
model of causation enable us to see features of the social world that are not 
readily accessible to semiotic analysis itself? 

I think the question of the utility of quantitative reasoning should be 
considered separately from that of the utility of mechanical models of 
causation. Quantitative reasoning works because semiotic practices of all 
sorts (precisely because they are generated by more or less stable codes or 
paradigms) produce regularities in human action. Once the generalization 
of the commodity form has made it possible to conceive the possibility of 
coding all aspects of life quantitatively, semiotic ally produced regularities 
can be manipulated and interpreted by mathematical means. Hence, regu
larities of language games that are not readily grasped from a semiotic per
spective can sometimes be captured and stated elegantly with the power
ful abstracting, abbreviating, and summarizing techniques of quantitative 
reason. The example of the batting average informs us that statistics can 
actually teach us something about the garµe of baseball, which, although 
played in a capitalist society, is hardly capitalist in its fundamental semi
otic forms. The batting av,~rage certainly flattens Tony Gwynn's semiotic 

f! ~ 'i ! 

artistry at the plate, but it tells us something very real about the likelihood 
he will get a hit the next time he bats. And it is not only fans who pay at
tention to such statistics. The baseball teams themselves keep a complex 
array of statistics, so that the manager not only will be aware of a given 
player's batting average, but will know how his batting average with men 
on base compares with his batting average when the bases are empty, what 
his batting average is when facing left-handed vs. right-handed pitchers or 
when facing the pitcher currently on the mound. Such statistics have prac
tical value for managers when they must make strategic decisions, such as 
whether to use a pinch hitter or when to call in a left-handed relief pitcher. 

It is, then, possible to argue for the utility of quantification on entirely 
pragmatic grounds. The pragmatic reasons for using quantification are 
various. There are cases, nicely represented by the batting average, in 
which the ability of mathematics to summarize and manipulate informa
tion enables us to pin down phenomena that would remain difficult to 
specify clearly using purely interpretive methods. Thus, intellectual histo
rians use vast linguistic databases to date the emergence of new usages of 
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words, and social historians plot occurrences of different forms of protest 
over time to discern when food riots and tax rebellions gave way to strikes, 
demonstrations, and political meetings.18 On other occasions, quantifica
tion is used as a kind of proxy because full information on the semiotic 
practices at issue is impossible to find. This is particularly common among 
historians, whose long-dead subjects can hardly be observed directly, let 
alone interviewed. Thus historians may get at changes in popular religious 
practices by tracking the frequency of requests for masses for the deceased 
in wills, or discern the social standing of nineteenth-century occupational 

groups by calculating the proportion of merchants, lawyers, and doctors 

who appeared as witnesses at their weddings (Vovelle l973i Sewell l985b ). 
But pragmatic abbreviation of this sort might also be necessary (or, at least, 
advisable) even when adequate semiotic evidence is in principle available. 

Given that semiotic practices are articulated to numerous other semi
otic practices, which vary enormously in scope, even a very localized study 
could soon spiral out of control without some means of abbreviation. For 
example, a study of contemporary practices of bourgeois respectability in 

Buenos Aires could hardly avoid consideration of the brutal devaluation of 
the peso in 2001, a devaluation brought about, as I have pointed out above, 

by speculation on the world market in currency futures. But even though 
it is possible to do detailed research on the semiotic practices of currency 

futures traders in New York, Singapore, or London (Salzinger 2003), a re

searcher might well conclude that doing so would be a distracting detour 
from the study of the middle class of Buenos Aires. Such a researqper 

~~ 'i: 

would surely be justified in relying instead on a quantitative summary of 

the plunging value of the peso against the dollar. In the case of the histo
rian who lacks sufficient evidence of past rituals and discourses, or the 

ethnographer who can not do a detailed study of all the semiotic practices 
that are articulated in her topic of research, it is both possible and justifi
able to use quantitative techniques without for a moment abandoning the 
notion that all social relations are constituted by semiotic practice. 

THE PROBLEM OF UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCES 

The issue of mechanical causality also appears to raise difficult ontological 
questions. Why, if all human action is semiotically generated, should we 

18. Daniel Gordon (1994) uses the ARTFL (American Research on the Treasury of the 
French Language) data base to show the explosion in uses of the terms societe, social, sociable, 
and sociabilite in the late seventeenth and eighteenth century. Charles Tilly (I986, 1995) counts 
changes in the incidence of different forms of protest. 
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ever need to resort to forms of explanation whose logics are mechanical 
rather than semiotic? Ontologically speaking, mechanical causality seems 
fundamentally incompatible with a semiotic conception of social life. 
Nevertheless, there is a ubiquitous problem of human social action that I 
believe makes mechanical causation seem plausible: the problem of unin, 
tended consequences of action. I touched on this problem in passing in my 

I 

analysis of capitalist language games, where I argued that players are reg-
ularly subject to price .fl\li_ctuations that occur for reaso~s that are beyond 
their semiotic reach. Bub' hnintended consequences ar~ by no means lim
ited to the sphere of economic action. Human action constantly puts into 
play symbols that are ambiguous or polysemous and that therefore can be 
interpreted or used to different ends by other participants even within the 
same language game, thereby de.fleeting the consequences of action from 
the intent of any single actor. Actors can never be certain how others will 
act in response to an event or to a piece of information, and the effects of 
the combined actions of all actors may frustrate the intentions of each of 
the individual actors. Because different language games are interarticu
lated, action undertaken in one game may be subjected to interpretations 
and responses in other language games of which the initial players are at 
best dimly aware. Moreover, actors are never fully aware of the conditions 
that make their actions possible, and these conditions may change without 
actors' knowledge, thereby de.fleeting actions from their intended goals. 
Or these conditions may systematically bias the effects of actions, leading 
to cumulative consequences that are not only unintended but even hard to 
discern, at least initially. 

Both as analysts of social life and as participants in it, we frequently 
come up against what we think of as barriers to action or to the effective
ness of action."Blind forces" or"dumb coercions" seem to be at work in our 
life-worlds and in those of people we study. These forces or coercions may 
enhance or minimize the effects of semiotic practices of all kinds, force 
people to do things they do not wish to do, enable them to do things they 
never expected to be able to do, or cause actions to have very real effects 
quite other than those their initiators imagined. We continually experi
ence the inadequacy of our semiotic knowledge, our inability to control 
the consequences or recognize the conditions of our action. This makes 
the interdependence of human relations which we call the social seem im

possibly vast and unma~yerable, constantly reinstating,;iFs mysteriousness 
as the ultimate ground bf our being. It is, I believe, th~ 'experience of the 
unmasterability of the social that makes mechanical causation seem plau, 
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sible as a way of analyzing social life, that makes it appear reasonable to 
think of "the social" as a sphere in which anonymous causal forces or 
experience-remote regularities govern our lives behind our backs. 

The problem of unintended consequen~es has, of course, long been a 
major concern of the field of economics-indeed, one might argue it has 
been economics' defining concern. Adam Smith, the founding figure of 
economics, made the paradoxical but powerful claim that under a regime 
of free markets, behavior undertaken selfishly, with no thought of its con
sequences for the public, nevertheless serves the common good. Ever since, 

economists have been trying to explain how, in a system of anonym~tus ex
change mediated by money and motivated by material gain, markets have 
logics that continually escape the narrow purposes of economic actors of 
all sorts, sometimes in beneficial and sometimes in detrimental ways. In a 
very real sense, economics is a science of unintended consequences. Eco
nomics would therefore seem to be a truly dismal science, one that demon
strates over and over, with increasingly sophisticated mathematical means, 
the weakness of human intelligence in the face of the complexity of social 
life. Yet the moral thrust of the discipline is exactly the contrary: econom
ics is, in fact, generally a rather upbeat discipline. Although economists may 
think of their discipline as a quasi-deductive mathematical science analo
gous to physics, it is also a practical mathematical hermeneutic whose goal 
is to decipher the mysteries of economic fluctuations in order to give us 
mastery over them. Each discovery of a barrier standing between economic 
actors and the realization of their goals simultaneously provides us with, 
or at least points us toward, an understanding of how to circumvent or 
neutralize the barrier. Although economics develops mathematical mod
els of causal mechanisms that operate behind the backs of economic ac
tors, its intended practical effect is to render the mechanisms visible and to 
develop semiotic protocols that will bring economic processes under the 
control of human purposes-that is, one might say, to render them no 
longer genuinely mechanical. 

The real-world power of this practical mathematical hermeneutic is at
tested by its explicit use in capitalism's language games. Economists hold 
high positions and make enormously important decisions in governments 
all around the world and in powerful quasi-governmental bodies like the 
World Bank and the International Monetary Fund. How effective they 
have been at the task of managing national economies and the world econ
omy is of course a matter of debate. There is an old joke to the effect that 
economics is a genuinely counter-cyclical industry because economi_~ts are 
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most in demand at times of general economic crisis, exactly when they 

have demonstrated most clearly their inability to understand or manage 
the economy. But it is important to note that over the past few decades, 

economists have been increasingly in demand outside the public sector. 
Formal economics is an ever more important semiotic practice in the lan
guage games of capitalism itself, most particularly at the top of the capi
talist food chain. It is part and parcel of the burgeoning financial services 

industry, one of whose specialties is using the techniques of mathematical 
economics to maximize profits in financial transactions. We academics ex
perience this development above all in the growing enrollments of busi

ness schools and the soaring salaries of their faculties. Perhaps the most 
spectacular example of the contemporary fusing of professional econom

ics and for-profit business was Long-Term Capital Management, two of 
whose founders-Robert C. Merton and Myron S. Scholes-were win
ners of the Nobel Prize in economics. Before its collapse in 1998, this in
vestment fund had assets with a notional value greater than the budget of 

the United States government. The fact that Long-Term Capital Manage
ment collapsed, and that its fall came close to bringing down the entire 
world financial system, is a salutary reminder of the incompleteness of the 
mastery supplied by the economists' practical mathematical hermeneutic. 
But mathematical techniques developed by economists continue to guide 
much of the financial industry-the controlling nerve center of conten1-

porary capitalism. Econo,~ics is at least believed by imf?prtant players in 
capitalism's language game~ to provide an element of mastery over the mys
terious gyrations of markets. 

I discuss economics at such length not because I think other social sci
entists should model themselves on the economists. Indeed, I strongly 
believe that while economics' use of mathematics has increased its intellec
tual powers in important ways, its mathematical obsession has also dan
gerously narrowed its vision, defining as out of bounds the myriad crucial 
economic problems that do not readily yield up their secrets to mathe
matical methods. An economics without a serious program of interpretive 
research is, in my opinion, crippled as a practical hermeneutic. But what is 
notable about economics from the point of view of my argument is that 

this most mechanistic of social sciences actually has an antimechanistic 
practical thrust, that its immanent goal is to develop semiotic protocols, 
both mathematical and nonmathematical, that subject blind mechanical 

economic forces to explicit semiotic control-to policies imposing various 
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forms of regulation on the semiotic practices of diverse capitalist language 

games.19 

Something like this same immanent goal seems equally present in dis

cussions of apparently mechanical causality in other social sciences as well. 
When social scientists invoke mechanical constraints-showing how 
high social-class origin enables people to succeed financially or occupa

tionally beyond any advantages they may have in intelligence and educa
tion, or how the"glass ceiling" limits women's access to the higher reaches 

of corporate power- the effect of their work is to make visible complex 
processes of which we had previously not been aware, and hence to make 

intelligent interventions possible (Morrison, White, and Van Velsor 1987 ). 

The "glass ceiling" is a particularly revealing metaphor in this context. A 

glass ceiling is an invisible but in some sense very real barrier to women's 

upward mobility in the corporate world. The social analyst, by making us 
conscious of the existence of this seemingly mechanical barrier, is in effect 

urging us to figure out what semiotic practices in what language games cre
ated it and hence how these practices would have to be changed to elimi

nate it. This thrust is present even in disciplines like history or anthropol~ 
ogy that generally are not explicitly concerned with questions of policy. 

' Th us historians, by showing that uninten~ed and unrecognized social 
processes are in fact constructed over time by complexly articulated semi

otic practices, demonstrate that these constructions can be and histori
cally have been rehabilitated, torn down, reconstructed, abandoned, or put 
to different uses by changes in semiotic practices. 

In short, social scientists' resort to mechanical explanation, like th~ir re

sort to quantitative reason, might be justified as a purely pragmatic move, 
as a means of abstracting, abbreviating, and summarizing aspects of what 
we recognize as a reality ultimately made up of complexly articulated semi
otic practices. Under this interpretation, language of mechanical causation 
should be seen as a way-station to a fuller interpretive account of the hu
man practices that construct the phenomenon in question, an account that, 

unlike the purely mechanical account, will also, at least in principle, contain 
indications of how the phenomenon might be de- or re-constructed. The 

problem is not that social scientists engage in arguments of the mechani
cal type, but that they often reify such arguments, imagining that the so-

19. It should perhaps be pointed out here that so-called"de-regulation" of an economic prac
tice is actually a change in the forms of its regulation. 
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cial world actually is constituted by a complex mechanism. The proper 
procedure, as I see it, is not to reify mechanisms, but to use mechanistic 

arguments as means toward the proper goal of the social sciences: de

reifying what appear to be mechanical causes, identifying the articulated 

semiotic practices that actually construct the unintended consequences 
and unrecognized conditions of human social action.20 

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF 11 SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION" 

It should be noted that the metaphor of "social construction" has appeared 
repeatedly in the past ftf~ paragraphs, partially displacing the language 

i" 

metaphor with which thi's essay began. On the face of it, the construction 
metaphor seems rather out of place on the terrain marked out by the lin
guistic turn. It would seem instead to be firmly in the metaphorical terri
tory of the "building-block" conception of social structure against which 
interpretive social science is arguing. Nevertheless, the metaphor-and 
the concept-of"social construction" has become very prominent in the 
work of interpretivist social scientists in recent years. The term "social con

struction" seems to have been introduced by Peter ~erger and Thomas 
Luckmann in their well-known book The Social Construction of Reality, pub
lished in 1966. A quick check of the Princeton University on-line library 
catalog indicates that the term social construction was used in the titles of 
books held in that library only twice in the next decade, but was used nine

teen times in the decade between 1977 and 1986, and has been used no fewer 
than eighty-eight times in the seventeen years since then. This count does 

not include dozens of additional titles published since the mid-198os that 
use cultural, or linguistic, or historical construction, or that use terms like 
the construction of scientific truth or madness, or gender, or homosexual
ity. Nor, of course, does it include the many books and articles that use the 
social construction metaphor somewhere besides the title. These empiri
cal data on titles imply that the metaphor of social construction initially 

caught on in the later 1970s and has become extremely common since the 
late 1980s. This temporal rhythm corresponds almost perfectly with the 
timing of the so-called "cultural turn" in the American human sciences, 

20. It should be noted that not all uses of the mechanical metaphor imply reification. For ex
ample, I might speak of the "mechanisms" linking one semiotic practice with another and merely 
mean that I want to spell out the connections in detail-as if I were explaining how stepping on 

the accelerator results in increasing the speed of an automobile by detailing the connection of 

each part to the next in a chain ~f, mechanical action. Indeed, my key me~aphor of "articulation" 
is itself a quasi-mechanical met:IP,,hor. U 
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and, in the history profession, with the rise of cultural history and its tri
umph over social history as the cutting edge of historical research. 

The social construction metaphor is typically used to signify that some 

notion or social form that is regarded as natural or necessary- ethnicity, 
the nation, mental illness, race, or gender roles, for example-is in fact a 
historically contingent social product, the result of some particular com
plex series of human actions. The main political thrust of the metaphor of 

construction is to imply that, for example, gender roles could in fact be 
arranged in some utterly different fashion, or that nations might, in the 
future, entirely disappear from the political landscape. Its main analytical 
thrust is to provide an historical account of how some notion was so 
widely institutionalized, so thoroughly engrained in habit, so buif t into 
the assumptions, vocabularies, and landscapes of the social world1 ~hat it 
came to be regarded as natural. The social construction metaphor empha
sizes the historical or cumulative character of the social constr'aints and 

mechanisms that so frequently bend our actions to ends that we do not 
seek. It suggests that one reason we lack discursive control over the shapes 
of our lives is that actions are constantly subjected to habitual or ingrained 
biases whose semiotic origins we no longer fully comprehend. 

It is interesting to note that elements of a language of construction have 
been present from the very beginning of the linguistic turn. After all, as I 

have mentioned earlier in this essay, Claude Levi~Strauss, who inaugurated 
the French version of the linguistic turn, entitled his great first book The 
Elementary Structures of Kinship. And Wittgenstein's Philosophical Investiga~ 

tions, which is usually regarded as the beginning of the English version of 
the linguistic turn, introduced the notion of"language games" by discuss
ing an imaginary four-word language that is part of a "game" of building. 
But the language of construction had a quite different significance in this 
period than it came to have from the mid-r97os forward. Levi-Strauss's use 
of"structure" in his title was almost certainly intended to signal his high 
scientific ambitions-the term structure was already a common epistemic 

metaphor in the natural sciences. Moreover, Levi-Strauss's argument is 
specifically anticonstructivist. He treats structures as essentially given, <l;S 

the invariant source of the surface variations in human cultural forms, as 

the underlying reality to be unearthed by the social scientist. Indeed, in The 
Savage Mind (1966) he implies that the mental structures he discovers in his 
research-and whose operations are likened, in another building meta
phor, to bricolage-are ultimately lodged in the biological structures of the 
brain. Levi-Strauss's structures, like those of the physicists, were not so-
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dally constructed but permanent and natural. And his structural anthro
pology was resolutely synchronic-by contrast with the nineteenth

century evolutionist style of social science, which was still alive and well in 

the 1950s and 1960s in France in the form of Marxism and modernization 
theory. 

Wittgenstein's theoretical stance is surely more compatible with a social 
constructionist position than is that of Levi-Strauss. Yet Wittgenstein 

never used his building example to explore the question of what language 
games build. Indeed, after the first twenty pages of the text, language 
games of building never recur. They are replaced with examples concern
ing chess, other board games, grammatical rules, mathematics, facial ex
pressions, and so on. And it is clear that Wittgenstein's investigations of 

language are aimed above all at casting light on propositions in existing 
philosophy of language- about, for example, intention, naming, mea
surement, description, memory, definition, and the like. My hunch is that 
Wittgenstein chose his building example because the everyday material 

aura of building was useful in deflating the preciousness and abstraction of 

contemporary philosophical discourse. But Wittgenstein's theoretical ap
proach, like Levi-Strauss's, was essentially synchronic-he was interested 
in how language was implicated in forms of life rather than in how various 
language games came into being, endured, and were transformed over 

time. 

In short, language of construction has been present from the very be
ginning of th~ linguistic turn. But as long as those working in this tradi

tion maintained a purel~rsynchronic outlook, the proc;,essual potential of 
the construction metaphor lay completely dormant. Structures were as

sumed to be given both to the analyst and to social actors; the question of 
how the structures were built remained unasked. The emergence of the di
achronic metaphor of social construction is a sign of what might be called 
a historical turn within the linguistic turn, a new interest in the diachronic 

aspect of social life that emerged in the 1970s and thrived in the 1980s and 

1990s (see McDonald 1996). Here one might think of the work of An
thony Giddens, who by the late 1970s was arguing that sociologists needed 
to move from the problematic of structure, synchronically understood, to 

that of the diachronic process of what he calls"structuration" (1976, 1979), 
or of anthropologists such as Bernard Cohn (1987 ), Marshall Sahlins 
(1981), and Renato Rosaldo (1980 ), who in the same period were posing 
questions about the historical transformations of cultures. 

It was a historical turn within the linguistic turn that made the problem 
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of sedimented consequences of action loom so large, and that has given 
rise to the broad currency of the notion of the social construction of real
ity in interpretive social science since the early 1980s. For all its powers, the 
language metaphor seems insufficient for such problems. What the lan
guage metaphor is particularly useful for is explaining why actions take the 
forms they do. It does this by referring actions back to the codes-the 
skills, knowledge, protocols, or habits that enable actors to perform specific 
sorts of actions. This is, of course, a synchronic procedure. But the lan
guage metaphor is less useful for explaining why the semiotic codes take 
the form they do or how they come into existence, persist, and get trans
formed. To get at this problem, interpretivist scholars have gravitated to 
the construction metaphor- a metaphor that serves as a kind of external 
but necessary supplement to the language metaphor. I would argue that 
we need to recognize more explicitly both the importance of the construc
tion metaphor in the contemporary practice of interpretive social science 
and its uneasy relationship to the linguistic metaphor. 

The construction metaphor diverges from the language metaphor in 
two respects. First, it differs in temporality. The Saussurian revolution in 
linguistics was based on a privileging of the synchronic dimension of lan
guage over the diachronic-oflangue over parole. For Saussure and his fol
lowers, it was langue that embodied the systemic properties of language, 
and it was only by suspending the problem of variation or change in lin
guistic usage that the systematic rules, codes, or paradigms of language 
could be discovered and specified. While recognizing in principle that 
these codes can change over time, Saussurian linguistics bracketed such 
changes, treating langue as if it were invariant. It abstracted the question of 
change over time out of the analysis. It was also language's system~¢ prop
erties that carried explanatory weight in the Saussurian system. Instances 
of parole-particular, varied, fleeting linguistic performances-were to be 
explained by referring them back to the systemic codes that made up 
langue. I have argued throughout this essay that this basic synchronic pro
cedure-what I have called paradigmatic explanation-lies behind appli
cations of the language metaphor to social life. This synchronic mode of 
paradigmatic explanation can in fact be used to illuminate questions of 
change in semiotic figures, but only in a very particular way. It can show 
how new figures arise formally, by showing how the new figure results 
from, for example, the inversion of an element of the existing code, or from 
the splicing of an element from one existing figure into another existing 
figure to form a new figure different from either of its predecessors. In 
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other words, the linguistic mode of explanation can specify the formal na
ture of transformations, but can do so only atemporally, by representing 
them as essentially reversible logical rearticulations of existing elements of 
semiotic systems. What this mode of explanation cannot grasp adequately 
is the temporal rhythms and durations of transformations in semiotic 
practices. 

The construction metaphor implies a very different, thoroughly di
achronic, temporality. Construction is a noun formed from a verb; it signi
fies a process of building, carried out by human actors and stretched out 
over time. (Rome, as the proverb puts it, was not built in a day.) The social 
or cultural construction of meaning is also, by implication, a temporally 

u ~ 1 

extended process that requires the sustained labor of human actors. Social 
construction also implies that when a meaning has been built it has a 
strong tendency to remain in place: socially constructed gender relations 
or scientific truths often become naturalized, accepted, and enduring fea
tures of the world, just as buildings, once built, continue to remain as an 
enduring feature of the physical environment. But whether signifying the 
process of building or the endurance of that which has been built, the im
plied temporality of the construction metaphor is always diachronic. In 
either case, that which is socially constructed is conceptualized as existing 
in and through time. 

It is hardly surprising that historians and social scientists attempting to 
make sense of historical change by applying linguistic procedures to the 
social might find themselves forced to elaborate a diachronic perspective 
such as that implied by the metaphor of social construction. The linguis
tic approach could effectively delineate the conceptual resources available 
to historical actors and could provide satisfying formal analyses of how 
these resources were creatively used in innovative actions. But the linguis
tic approach in itself provided no means of conceptualizing the temporally 
enduring consequences of those actions. Which innovations had impor
tant consequences and which were fruitless? How, why, and to what extent 
did the consequences of innovations escape from the intentions of their 
authors? Why were some innovations quickly transformed into common 
sense, whereas others remained embattled or controversial, or were soon 
forgotten? None of these questions could be answered, or even coherently 
addressed, from a purely linguistic perspective; all of them required re
searchers to look at the question of how linguistic innovations were built 
into the world. The construction metaphor emerged over time as a means 
of addressing precisely this question. 
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This leads to the second major difference between the language meta
phor and the construction metaphor. By implication, at least, the con
struction metaphor emphasizes something that the language metaphor 
relegates to the background: the materiality of human social life.21 Lan
guage is perhaps the most immaterial of human activities, requiring no 
physical media beyond the human body, while construction, the building 
of physical objects, is expressly and fundamentally material. 22 As I have 
noted, formal semiotic innovations are in th~mselves fleeting and logically 
reversible; they only have the power to impose lasting transformations on 
preexisting semiotic codes when they are somehow built into the world, 
when they have continuing worldly effects that matter to actors. Take the 
jump shot in basketball, which initially must have seemed a terribly un
gainly kinesthetic innovation. The jump shot was a successful innova
tion- in the end entirely driving the set shot from players' repertdftes
because players who incorporated the jump shot into their set of bodily 
skills scored more points and won more games. Its advantages were mate
rial and were demonstrable: it was much harder for a defensive player to 
block, it could be taken while a player was running at full speed, and it en
abled a player to maneuver with his back to the basket and then suddenly 
shoot facing the basket. Similarly, the articulation of urban uprising to 
popular sovereignty in the new semiotic figure of revolution succeeded in 
the months and years following the summer of 1789 not because of the for
mal elegance of the new semiotic figure, but because it harnessed the phys
ical and emotional energies of hundreds of thousands of French men and 
women, in Paris and in the provinces, to the projects of the National As
sembly. Its worldly powers were both demonstrated and greatly extended 
on the night of August 4, 1789. On that occasion, the National Assembly 
employed the powers bestowed on it by the new semiotic figure of revolu
tion to thoroughly transform the fundamental institutional structures of 
French state and society-for example, by abolishing seigneurial dues in 
the countryside, by abolishing a wide range of monetary and honorary 
privileges, and by confiscating the landed holdings of the church and using 
the "national properties" (biens nationaux) thereby created to finance the 
new revolutionary state. Here, indeed, was a thoroughgoing program of 

21. I say"by implication" because some who use the cbnstruction metaphor seem to imagine 
that social or cultural construction of the world takes place solely in language. 

22. This is true, of course, of spoken language, but not of written language, which requires 
some sort of physical media for its fixation-paper and brush, clay and stylus, or transistors and 
cathode ray tubes. 
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social (and cultural and political) construction. By installing a new admin, 
istrative and institutional order, new forms of property rights, and a new 
financial basis for the state, the National Assembly built the revolution 
deeply into the daily lives and strategic calculations of citizens. This made 
the revolution a complex "fact on the ground" that would prove impossible 
to reverse-even twenty,five years later, when the defeat of Napoleon led 
to the restoration of the Bourbon monarchy. What was true of the jump 
shot and of the new political category of revolution is, I believe, true gen, 
erally. Significant and enduring changes in semiotic practices-that is to 
say, in social life- can only be explained by tracing out the temporally ex, 
tended effects of semiotic innovations in the material world, by showing 
how they lead to the construction of facts on the ground whose presence 
and perpetuation reinforces (but may also inflect) the initial semiotic in, 
novations. 

THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT 

The materially instantiated and temporally enduring processes that the 
social construction metaphor illuminates seem to me absolutely crucial for 
understanding the problem of unintended consequences. I believe, how, 
ever, that the term social construction, however revealing, is not really 
sufficient as a label for the phenomenon. It has usually been employed to 
point out that some single feature of the social world has in fact been con, 
structed-gender roles, or the nation, or racial difference, or science. 
Moreover, works employing the term often emphasize changes in linguis, 
tic meanings without sufficiently investigating the worldly material trans, 
formations that are the condition for the linguistic changes. I think we 
need a term that emphasizes both the constructed quality of the entire 
social world and the importance of material instantiation-that sees any 
given social construction as but one element of a universally constructed 
(and continually reconstructed) material social fabric. The term"built en, 
vironment;' which I borrow from human geography, seems to me much 
more adequate for this purpose, and I will devote the remainder of this 
chapter to arguing for its value as an epistemic metaphor. Of course, no 
term taken from ordinary language, even the ordinary language of aca, 
demic social science, is likely to be without awkward connotations. The 
chief difficulty with "built environment" is that it, too, has had an essen, 

tially synchronic past. In the 1950s and 1960s, geographers tended to treat 
the word "built" in built environment all too literally as a past participle, 
as indicating that the accumulation of housing, roads, waterways, mines, 
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fields, ports, and so on that humans had built into the earth's surface was 

to be taken as a given, as a set of structural constraints that would deter

mine plant location, patterns of population circulation, and the like. It was 

in the 1970s and 1980s that a new generation of geographers, in a move that 
by now should be familiar to readers of this essay, took up the processual 
implications of the term to argue that the built environment is continually 

rebuilt, through selective exploitation, demolition, construction, and re

use of existing physical structures and landscapes and by refiguring the 
meanings and uses of preexisting places, spaces, and physical structures 

(see, e.g., Harvey 1985). It is this more recent and more processual mean
ing that I wish to invoke here. 

I am treating the term built environment as an epistemic metaphor, as 
a means of thinking not simply about roads, sewers, airports, factories, and 

housing stock but about the social world in general. Like the language 
metaphor, the built-environment metaphor has the advantage of being 
founded on the nature of things. Humans are, after all, environment

transforming animals. Human action takes place in a physical world, but 

it profoundly changes the nature of that world to suit human purposes. It 
does so by rearranging the world's elements-through, for example, agri

culture, industry, and the construction of buildings and transportation fa
cilities. In this sense, humans literally build and continually rebuild their 

physical environments. The built environment, like language, constrains 
and enables. We are born into a built environment just as we are born into 

a language. The built environment powerfully mediates our social exis
tence. Our daily routines, whom we will interact with, how we can earn our 
living, our sense of the limits of the manipulable world, the means of bring
ing people together for coordinated action-these are constantly medi
ated, in ways that are simultaneously enabling and constraining, by the 
built environment. But, reciprocally, human activities also transform the 
built environment. The world we inhabit is constantly reworked by human 

activity, but in ways that are shaped by the built environment's already 
existing constraints and possibilities. Existing stocks of spatially fixed re
sources will therefore have continuing effects on the social world well into 
the future. 

These features of the built environment may also be stretched meta
phorically to characterize human life in general. We are born into settled 
routines, institutional environments, habits of judgment, and techniques 

of production, and these mediate our human interrelationships. But by 
acting within these specific and given forms of life we reproduce but also 
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alter routines, replace or reform institutions, learn to judge differently, and 
devise new productive techniques. Our passage through life not only 
leaves behind a physical fabric transformed by our collective activities and 
bequeathed to our survivors, but a complex social fabric into which our ac
tivities have interwoven new patterns, new distributions of resources, and 
new protocols for semiotic practice, that will structure the activities of our 
successors. But it is also true that existing forms of life tend to have a cer
tain inertia. They have a powerful tendency to endure through time, often 
surviving even in episodes of pervasive social transformation. All aspects 
of this metaphorically stretched notion of the built environment could be 
illustrated by the case of Marseille's dockwoi;kers, where the timely action 
of the Restoration mayor, th~,physical form of the city and,~pe harbor; the 
sedimented relations between dockworkers, merchants, and. municipality; 
the institutional entrenchment of the dockworkers' society; the daily op
erations of the"muse"; the practice of occupational inheritance; the struc
tured but changing relations between dockworkers and carters and load
ers; and the many other features of life on the waterfront analyzed in 
chapter 9 formed a durable yet flexible social and material complex-one 
that, for several decades, made it possible for the dockworkers to exercise 
an unparalleled control over their social and economic fates. 

It should be apparent that the notion of social construction fits more 
comfortably within a complex defined metaphorically by the built envi
ronment than within the metaphorical ambit of language. Social con
structs are built, inherited, and rebuilt over time by located social actors. 
They come to form the common-sense shape-the landscape, as we some
times put it-of their lives. They accumulate over time and are instan
tiated in the physical world. Gender differences, for example, are built into 
housing, whether in the form of the dark and moist feminine versus light 

and dry masculine regions of the Kabyle house analyzed by Pierre Bour
dieu (1977) or the twentieth-century suburban American kitchens ana
lyzed by Dolores Hayden (1984). They are also physically instantiated in 
bodies. Gender is expressed and experienced in our bodily movements and 
gestures, the modulations of our voices, the very emotions we feel (Young 
199oa, 199ob ). The social construct of race is elided with the physical pig
mentation of skin and consequently experienced as a bodily fact. It is also 
built into the segregated neighborhoods and public spaces of American 
cities. Situating existing thinking about social construction in the larger 
metaphorical framework of the built environment might enable us to con
solidate its achievements and to think more clearly and powerfully about 
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the historically sedimented and physically instantiated character of the 
forces and constraints that mediate human interrelationships. Within the 

discipline of history, attaching the idea of social construction to the epis

temic metaphor of the built environment could help to "thicken" cultural 

history by effectively linking it in a new way with some classical social
historical questions and problematics that were largely abandoned during 
history's cultural turn- for example, questions about geographical loca

tion, population dynamics, means and relations of production, class struc
tures, or institutional frameworks. 

The built environment and language metaphors tend to authorize dif
ferent styles of social research. Yet it is crucial that the metaphors not be 
seen as existing in a relationship of rivalry or opposition. The fact that the 
social construction metaphor has developed and become an absolutely in
dispensable feature of the terrain opened up by the linguistic turn ~9uld 
seem to indicate that the language and built-environment metaphors 
should be seen as complementary rather than opposed. They should, in 

my opinion, be understood as two aspects of or perspectives upon a single 
whole: the complex interdependence of human interrelationships that we 
call the social. Here it is worth noting that the two aspects of human na

ture on which these complementary metaphors are built-we might call 
them homo sapiens and homo f ab er- are also inextricably intertwined, both 
existentially and phylogenetically. They are intertwined existentially in 
that humans can transform their environments in such radical ways only 

because they are symbol users who are capable of making, manipulating, 
and communicating plans. They are tightly intertwined phylogentically in 
that erect posture and the transposable thumb, which make possible 
homo faber, evolved in tandem with the use of symbols, the essential char
acteristic of homo sapiens. 23 

I believe that the relationship between language and built environment 
should be understood as dialectical. The dialectic might be thought of as 
tracing out the reciprocal constitution of semiotic form and material em

bodiment. Such a dialectic has been worked out most elegantly, perhaps, 
by Marshall Sahlins in his reflections on Hawaiian history (1981, 1985), 
which I have discussed at length in chapter 7 of this book. Appropriately 
enough for an anthropologist undertaking a historical turn in the early 

1980s, Sahlins used a vocabulary based on Levi-Straussian structuralism. 
Sahlins argued that semiotic acts, which can be seen from one perspective 

23. See the pellucid discussion in Geertz (I973c). See also chap. 6, above. 
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as applications of a cultural schema or paradigm, are at the same time acts 
of reference in the world, since they imply that really existing objects (for 
example Captain Cook) are instances of cultural categories (in this case 
gods). When the objects referred to do not act in the expected way-be
cause their actions are governed by quite other paradigms, or because they 
are subject to natural processes that cannot be controlled by the act of ref
erence, or for whatever reason-the categories, and th'erefore the organ
ized set of categories that make up the initial paradigm, are subject to re
definition. When the anomalous acts of reference are made frequently 
enough, or in sufficiently unsettled junctures, or by sufficiently powerful 
actors, the paradigms may shift permanently, generating different perfor
mances than had previously been the case. Sahlins has taken what was 
originally a synchronic Levi-Straussian model and has made it both di
achronic and dialectical-dialectical because acts initially undertaken 
from within a given paradigm act back upon the initial paradigm to trans
form it. 

But what does the Hawaiian case have to do with the built environment, 
either literally or metaphorically? Isn't reference, the key to the transfor
mation in Sahlins's account, an action undertaken purely within language? 
But reference is always a reference to some feature of the wor1d. As Sahlins 
puts it, "in action in the world ••• the cultural categories acquire new func
tional values. Burdened with the world, the cultural meanings are thus 

altered" (1985, 138). Because we are worldly beings, our paradigmatically 
generated actions continuously burden our cultural categories with their 
worldly instantiations. And, reciprocally, our cultural categories continu
ously burden the world, marking English ship captains as gods, or Western 
ships and guns as mana. The murdered Captain Cook, whbse carefully pre
served bones became treasured possessions of the Hawaiian king, became 
a fundamental feature of the Hawaiian built environment, an important 
source of power that endowed the king with a British mana and made trade 
goods coming from the West possessions of the king and his loyal nobles
including the guns and ships that he used to conquer the other islands and 
unite them in a single kingdom for the first time in history. It was by means 
of their material instantiations that shifts in semiotic reference could reach 
back and transform the paradigms that had made the initial reference pos
sible. It seems to me that the burdening of the world by language and of 
language by the world might properly be rendered as a dialectical inter
relationship between language and the built environment. 

Sahlins's story is exotic, but the dialectic he outlines is general. Semiot-
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ically generated practices necessarily give rise to social mediations based on 
the built environment. Semiotic practices are carried out by embodied 
persons in and by means of physical media-their bodies; ink and paper; 
wood, stone, metal, and fabric; soil, water, animals, and plants; silicon 
chips, copper wiring, laser beams, cathode ray tubes, and fiber-optic cables. 
The carrying out of our semiotic practices arranges, combines, accumu
lates, and segregates these physical media in specific locations on the earth's 
surface. The enacting and creative transformation of semiotic codes is re
alized through exploiting the characteristics of physical media, but these 
media, because they are subject to other determinations than the semiotic, 
also constrain, thereby acting back upon the codes that exploit them
bodies require food, desire sex, change with age, and eventually die; paper 
and ink are durable but need protection from the elements; the soil's min
erals and organic matter must be replenished if it is to remain fertile; mes
sages can be sent instantaneously over fiber-optic cables; meat and grain 
spoil, but at different rates; buildings are costly to erect and to dismantle. 
The physical media of human action (including, let us remember, the hu
man body itself) are in constant interplay with semiotic practices, giving 
rise to scarcities and abundances, inflecting the meanings of the practices, 
limiting the spread of discourses or making them available far beyond their 
places of origin, enabling the displacement of one semiotic practice by 
another, resulting in definite correlations between some practices (wheat 
growing or Internet development) and certain geographical locations 
(Ukraine or San Francisco). In these and other ways, the social as built en
vironment and as language are constantly and necessarily intertwined. 

That the dialectical intertwining of semiotic and constructed elements 
of the social is characteristic of places much less exotic than eighteenth
century Hawaii can be illustrated by the work of the American sociologists 
William Julius Wilson (1987, 1996) and Douglas Massey and Nancy Den
ton (1993) on the effects of racial segregation in American cities. These 
works show that semiotic processes have extensive built-environment 
effects, that they create processes, forces, or structures whose shapes and 
dynamics surpass the discourses that created them. The stigmatization of 
dark skin has long been a deeply entrenched semiotic fact in American life. 
One widespread effect of this semiotic fact is massive housing discrimina
tion against African-Americans. But housing discrimination, while semi
otically generated, also has powerful built-environment effects-for 
example, it physically restricts African-Americans to certain urban neigh
borhoods in the cities of the industrial North. In the 1970s, 1980s, and 
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1990s, this geographical constraint has had powerfully negative effects on 
African-American well-being over and above the continuing direct effects 
of the racial stigmatization that restricted blacks to urban ghettos in the 
first place. Thus, when job opportunities moved outwards into the sub
urbs, African-Americans found themselves physically removed from po
tential sources of employment and unable to follow them. This resulted in 
an intensification of certain problems of life in working-class African
American neighborhoods: higher rates of unemployment, lower incomes, 
deteriorating housing stock, boarded up storefronts, increasing attractive
ness of criminal careers, widespread abuse of alcohol and drugs, and a rise 
in single-parent households. In this case, a semiotic fact had enduring spa
tial or geographical effects that were sedimented into the urban physical 
landscape and that operared with some autonomy fro°', but also reacted 
back upon, the initial semiotic fact of the stigmatization of dark skin. The 
point I mean to illustrate with this brief example is general: I claim that 
discursive or semiotic processes (that is to say, meaningful human actions) 
are conditioned by and give rise to structures or forces governed by built
environment logics (logics of spatial fixing, material instantiation, accre
tion, and duration) and that such built-environment logics condition 
semiotic processes (by stabilizing them, undermining them, or by subject
ing them to transformative pressure). An adequate conceptualization of 
the social must recognize both the semiotic and the built-environment 
logics and trace out their dialectical interrelationships. 

A final remark about built environments: just as semiotic practices or 
language games differ vastly in their scopes or scales, so likewise do built 
environments, both literal and metaphorical. The language games of con
temporary international currency trading both presume and build up a 
complex worldwide network of computers interlinked by satellites and 
fiber-optic cables-a built environment in the most literal sense-but 
also an evolving internationally shared set of business institutions, laws, 
and norms, and a common lingua franca (English), that enable traders to 
carry on their semiotic practices in confidence that an action taken by a 
trader in Singapore will be understood immediately in Frankfurt or Sao 
Paolo. The semiotic practices that constituted the nineteenth-century 
British Empire entailed the building of a chain of naval bases and coaling 
stations spanning the world and establishing and elaborating rituals of 
colonial distinction that made the colonial civil service immediately recog
nizable in Delhi, Kampala, Rangoon, or Nairobi (see, e.g., Ranger 1983; 
Cohn 1983). Just as in the case of semiotic practices, the question of artic-
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ulations between built environments of different scales-between, for 
example, the contemporary network of global finance and various neigh
borhood practices in the "world cities" where the trading is based, or the 
norms of the British colonial civil service and the customs of Ugandan vil
lagers-mark some of the most important frontiers of current social sci
entific and historical inquiry. 

* * * 
So, then: What is"the social" in social science? I shall conclude with an an
swer to my initial question. The social is the complex and inescapable on
tological ground of our common life as humans. It is best understood as, 
first, an articulated, evolving web of semiotic practices (this is the language 
metaphor) that, second, builds up and transforms a range of physical 
frameworks that both provide matrices for these practices and constrain 
their consequences (this is the built environment metaphor). The funda
mental method for analyzing the social, so understood, is interpr~!~ve
that is, explicating performances by reconstructing the semiotic codes that 
enable their production. But this interpretive method must be expanded 
to encompass the built-environment effects of performances-the social 
construction and historical duration of the material matrices of human 
interrelations. The methods used to get at built-environment effects may 
well include quantification, mathematical manipulation, and the sketching 
out of seemingly mechanical relations of causality-indeed, in studying 
modern, capitalist, society, some pragmatic resort to such methods is 
probably unavoidable. But such methods must be employed critically, 
resisting mainstream social science's powerful tendency toward reification 
of quantity and mechanism. Our goal must be understood as the de
reification of social life-revealing how apparently blind social forces and 
dumb social coercions are actually intelligible as products of semiotically 
generated action. 

CODA: HERMENEUTICAL QUANTIFICATION 

This conceptualization of the social and of the de-reifying program of re
search it entails has important implications for how we should think about 
quantitative methods. It has long seemed to me that the accounts typically 
given of quantitative and interpretive methodologies exaggerate the real 
differences between them. Advocates of quantitative methodologies typi
cally adopt the assumptions and techniques of formal statistical inference 
and the language of positivist philosophy of science. "Interpretivists;' by 
contrast, tend to invoke literary theory and Geertzian "thick description:' 
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If we were to judge on the basis of methodological manifestos, the work 
of scholars in the two traditions would seem to be divided by an un
bridgeable epistemic gap. This impression seems confirmed by the infor
mal attitudes of the researchers in question: quantifiers generally regard 
the interpretivists as hopelessly fuzzy-minded and unscientific, and the in
terpretivists tend to dismiss the quantifiers as thick-headed and unsubtle. 
Yet this assumption that quantitative and interpretive methods belong to 
incompatible epistemic universes is both theoretically troubling and prac
tically doubtful. Such an epistemological dualism is theoretically troubling 
because discursive and quantitative forms of evidence are produced in very 
similar ways: by human actors who, relying on symbolic systems of com
munication, fix their observations in texts of some sort. Indeed, the same 

text, resulting from the same act of symbolic fixation, can sometimes be 
used by both quantifiers and interpretivists. Thus, wills can be read inter
pretively to determine attitudes toward family relations, death, and the 
hereafter or analyzed statistically to determine the testators' occupations, 
experiences of occupational mobility, types of material possessions, or net
works of kinship. Any methodological discourse implying that the results 
of these two types of intellectual operations occupy distinct and noncom
municating epistemological spaces seems to me suspect on its face. 

This leads to the practical difficulty of epistemological dualism. Anyone 
who has read much quantitative social history will notice that it is often 
extremely difficult to determine in these works where the "interpretive" 
epistemic space ends and the "quantitative" epistemic space begins. Dis
cursive texts are used to interpret quantitative findings and even to estab
lish the categories upon which calculations are built. Discursive state
ments are interpreted in light of quantitative findings-for example, as 
reflecting the demographic experience of a particular generation or the 
economic perspective of a particular occupational grouping. Social histo
rians typically move back and forth between quantitative and discursive 
sources and methods in building their historical arguments. My analysis 
of the history of Marseille's dockworkers in chapter 9 of this book is a 
fairly typical example of this relatively seamless interweaving of quantita
tive and semiotic evidence. Moreover, some quantitative measurements 
are actually assessments of the discursive characteristics of texts. Thus 
Michel Vovelle made a famous statistical study of meaningful variations 
in the language of wills to trace the process of "dechristianization" in 
eighteenth-century Provence, examining quantitative differences in such 
language not only over time but by social category, gender, and geograph-
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ical location as well (Vovelle 1973). Any presumption of a necessafy epis
temic gap between discursive and quantitative methods seems refuted in 
practice by the existence of histories such as Vovelle's. Rather, the work of 
social historians in general would seem to argue for epistemic continuity 
between discursive and quantitative analysis, implying that discursive and 
quantitative methods are nothing more than two different perspectives on 
the same social world. 

Vovelle's example should also make us realize that not all discursive 
analysis fits the usual model of interpretive method. The actual techniques 
used in such analyses vary enormously-from relatively intuitive to highly 
formalist. Structuralists of the Levi-Straussian stripe are sometimes every 
bit as objectivist as quantitative sociologists, and quantitative analyses of 
the use of lexemes is a common practice among historical lexicographers. 
Quantitative research has, by its very nature, a formalist character. But 
there is also a hermeneutical element in much quantitative research that is 
rarely acknowledged, let alone highlighted or theorized. Scholars who have 
worked with complex quantitative data sets know that part of the process 
is something often expressed as "getting to know your data:' Rather than 
simply deciding a priori on the categories into which cases will be placed 
and the kinds of analytic techniques that will be used, quantifiers usually 
engage in a good deal of preliminary probing that-except for the fact that 
what one "reads" is statistical tables, graphs, or indices- seems quite simi ... 
lar to the "hermeneutic circle;' as described, for example, by Paul Ricoeur 
(r97r). The investigator formulates guesses· or hypotheses about the cate .. 
gories appropriate to the data set, produces a set of statistical measures 
based on them, finds anomalies in the results, refines or alters the hy
potheses, uses these altered hypotheses to interrogate the data set again 
and so on until she is satisfied that the categories used in the analysis are 
true to the data set's internal structure. In the course of this hermeneutical 
interrogation of the data set, the investigator may also turn to nonqµanti
tative sources of information-attempting, for example, to learn from ap
prenticeship contracts whether plumbers should be classified with other 
builders or other metal workers. Virtually none of this "hermeneutical 
quantification'' ever finds its way into print in books or articles. I think pos
itivist social scientists fear that if they admitted that they worked this way, 
they would be accused of "cooking their data''-when, in fact, they are 
simply gaining enough sense of the inherent structures of their quantita
tive "texts" to be able to "read" them effectively, to plumb their depths. I 
think that quantifiers need to reflect more on the epistemic implications of 
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their hermeneutic interrogation of their data bases. In my opinion, the real 

point of quantitative social research is actually a sensitive and probing ex
amination of the structures of present and past lifeworlds-not the ever

receding phantom of statistically verifiable generalizations of the "covering 

law" type. My own experience as a former quantitative historian who has 
more recently taken the cultural turn is that the real procedures of quanti
tative researchers have far more in common with interpretive methods 
than the official methodologists would ever suspect. 
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also Bastille, taking of 

French Revolution of 1848, 103-7; changes in 
state structure, 3u; conservatism of Mar
seilie dockworkers at beginning of, 307; 
dis~ourse of democratic and social repub
lic in, 313; effects of oi;i,JVlarseille's port 
traffic, 300, 310; in Marseille, 276 

Furet, Frans:ois, 37, 69, 71, 331 

Galison, Peter, 338-39 
Garfinkle, Harold, 272 
Geertz, Clifford, 5, 42, 47, 153, 169, 175-96, 

331; as ambassador from anthropology, 
175-76; analogy between culture and ge
netics, 185; appeal of his work to histori
ans, 176, 179-81; concept of confusion of 
tongues, 195-96; concept of culture as a 
text, 46; concept o~ cultural system, 160, 
185; conceptualization of culture, 160, 163, 
180-81; criticism of work of by anthropol
ogists, 176, 177-78; dependence of humans 
on cultural codes, 187-88; emotional im
plications of his model of the person, 192-
93; importance of in study of culture, 1953, 
l55i influence on historians, 46, 176-77; in
terdisciplinary influence of, 176; marginal
ization of practice in work of, 163; status of 
in anthropology, 175-76; symbols as mod
els of and models for, 190-92; synchronic 
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nature of his work, 178, 181-82; transcen
dence of idealism and materialism, 185-86; 
189; value of his synchronic thinking for 
historians, 184-85 

Geertz, Hildred, 42 
Gelu, Victor, 290 
gender: as built into housing, 364; as ex

pressed in bodily movement, 364; history 
of, 47-48; interest of History Workshop 
in, 65; invention of new forms of feminine 
behavior in spinning mills, 191 

Gender and the Politics of History (Scott), 45, 50 
geography, 6, 13; emergence of, 2; meaning of 

social in, 319; space vs. place in, 319 
German Revolution of 1848, 93 
Germany, 7m.47 
Giddens, Anthony: concept of agents as 

knowledgeable, 127; concept of ontological 
security, 272-73; concept of structures as 
dual and mutable, 127-28, 205; concept of 
structures as resources, 132-33; concept 
of structures as rules, 129-31; concept of 
structures as virtual, 129, 133; definition 
of structure, 128; structuration, 358; struc
tures defined as principles that pattern 
social practices, 129 

Giesey, Ralph, 42 
Ginzburg, Carlo, 73, 74 
Girard, Rene, 248 
glass ceiling, 355 
global cities, 57 
globalization, 57; as buzzword, 79; in France 

70-71; as sponsored by Reagan and 
Thatcher, 63; undermining equation of 
society with nation-state, 323 

Glorious Revolution, 267 
Godechot, Jacques, 235 
Goffinan, Erving, 144, 189, 272 
Goldstein,Jan, 5n.3 
Goldstone, Jack, 263 
Gontier, Claudie, 28m.7 
Gordon, Daniel, 35m.18 
Gould, Roger, 53 
Gould, Steven Jay, 112-13 
Gouy d' Arey, 242 
Gramsci, Antonio, 5 

"Great Cat Massacre, The" (Darnton), 183 
great discoveries, 87 
Great Fear, the, 255-57, 258 
Greek civilization, n9, 120 
Greenblatt, Steven, 154 
Grendi, Edoardo, 74 

guilds: abolition of, 272; as semipublic insti
tutions, 287 

Gulag Archipelago, The (Solzhenitsyn), 67 

Habermas,Jiirgen, 60, 61, 189, 331 
habitus, 137-39, 155 
Hall, Catherine, 339, 340 
Handler, Richard, 164n.9 
hard data, 28, 50 
Harvey, David, 54-56, 59, 300 
Hayden, Dolores, 364 
hegemony, 155 
hermeneutics, J20, 334 
Hill, Christopher, 32, 33 
Hilton, Rodney, 32, 33 
Hindess, Barry, 145 
Hinduism, 119, 120 
Histoire en miettes, L' (Dosse), 72 
historical, meanings of, 182-83 
Historical Metaphors and Mythical Realities 

(Sahlins), 220 
historical sociology, 81-123; concentration on 

methodological issues, 82; disdain of nar
rative history, 225; growth of in 1970s and 
1980s, 81; implicit challenges to discipli
nary mainstream, 82; Mann's critique of, 
120; positivism in, 16, 82; Wallerstein's tem
poral assumptions, 85-88; willingness to 
confront big historical questions; 15; work 
in new social history mode, 53 

history: as aggregate of past events in gen
eral, 327; directionality in, 122-23;"possible 
theory of" (Sahlins), 200; as a sigtttfier of 
the really real, 327; as temporal context, 
183; as transformation 183, 184 

history, as discipline, 2-12; appreciation of im
portance of detail, 219; archival research in, 
3, 15; conception of social temporality, 6-12; 
cultural turn, 40-52, 154; dialogue with so
cial science, 1-2, 5, 12-14, 15; emergence of, 
2; in France, 23; from the bottom up, 29, 
33, 194, 281; as governed by historical laws, 
327; great power chauvinism of, 198; hu
manities and, 3; implicitness of theory in, 
n, 102; intellectual assumptions of, 102; lan
guage metaphor in, 332; meaning of social 
in, 319; of mentalities, 68-69; place of social 
history in (U.S.), 29; role of theory in 4-5; 
seduction of, 179; social scientists and, 3. 
See also Annales school; British Marxist 
historians; cultural history; narrative his
tory; new social history; social history 
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History Workshop Journal, 64-66 
Hobsbawm, Eric, 25, 32, 33, 38-39 
Homo Academicus (Bourdieu), 137n 
Howells, W. W., 186 
Hui:zinga,Johan, 179, 183 
humanities: epistemological disputes in 

1970s and 1980s, 45; importance of in his
tory's cultural turn, 44-47; influence of on 
anthropology, 12; theoretical borrowing 
from by social sciences, 3 

Hunt,Lynn,40,44-46,48,79 , 

idealism, 136, 177, 185-86 
identity: trace, 208; transposed from one in

stitutional sphere to another, 209 
ideology: of monarchy, 231; of National As

sembly, 231 
improvisation: in events, 212-13, 251; of 

rituals, 253-54. See also creativity 
Inden, Ronald, 42 
Indian civili:zation, II9 
individuals: as fundamental building-blocks 

of social structures, 330 
Industrial Revolution, 39, 95, 122 
Industrial Workers of the World (IWW), 107 
Institute for Advanced Study, 42, 43 
institutions: distinct cultural logics of, 208, 

organi:zational ecology and persistence of, 
317; and production of routine, 273, 285 

interdisciplinarity, ix, x, 1-3; author's experi
ence 0£ 24 

interest: Sahlins's concept of, 203; different in 
women than in men in Hawaii, 207; in 
structure of the conjuncture, 220-21 

International Longshoremen's Association 
(ILA), 107 

International Longshoremen's and Ware
housemen's Union (ILWU), 107 

interpretation: as constitutive of events, 245 
Interpretation of Cultures, The ( Geert:z), 153, 

180, 185 
interpretive method: author's sympathy with, 

320, 347; as defining terrain of dialogue be
tween history and social science, 13; differ
ence from quantitative method exagger
ated, 369; as method for analy:zing the 
social, 369; marginali:zation of in American 
social science, 347; ontology adequate to, 
320; paradigmatic explanation and, 33.2. 
See also hermeneutics 

'11.; 
intertextuality, 51, 334, 153-54. See also tex:tu-

ality 

Invalides, Hotel des, 233, 235, 248 
Islands of History (Sahlins), 200 

Jakobson, Roman, 332 
Jameson, Frederic, 23, 54-55, 59 

Jessop, Bob, 61 
Jeux d'echelles (Revel), 74 
Johnson, c,hristopher, 276, 316 
Jones, Gareth Stedman, 333n.9, 339n.15 
Journal of Modern History, 4n.1 
Julliany, Jules, 293-94, 305 1 

July Revolution of 1830, 306-7, 340 

Kaahahumanu, 207 
Kabyle house, 138 
Kamehameha,202,203,207,214 
Kimeldorf, Howard 102; factors affecting 

dockworkers' cultures, 107-8; pivotal 
points of the Depression and leftist leader
ship, 108-9; registers of causation, 109; 
retrospective appropriation of events, uo; 
significance of the '34 men, 109-10; struc
ture, conjuncture, and events in causation, 

109 
kinship: as inscribed in sex and material pos

sessions, 336; as linguistic phenomenon, 

335 
Kristeva,Julia, 331 
Kuhn, Thomas, 331 

labor history, 43; episodes of worker radical
ism, 316; factory-centered model of, 275; 
importance of handicraft workers in, 275-
77; proletariani:zation and, 276-77; teleo
logical plot of, 274; temporal assumptions 
of, 272-80 

labor organizations: in contemporary capi
talism, 58; decline of in 1980s, 63; of 
dockworkers of Marseille, 282-84; in 
nineteenth-century France, 272 

Labrousse, C.-E., 36 
Lacan,Jacques, 44, 47, 154, 161, 331 
LaCapra, Dominick, 4, 5n.2 
Lakatos, Imre, 99 

Lally-Tolendal, Thomas Arthur, Comte de, 
241, 251 

language: analogies to other meaning sys
tems, 33f; as aspect of the social, 365; as 
complementary to built en.vironment, 365-
68; as dialectically related t9 built environ
ment, 365-68 as immaterial, 361; as meta
phor for the social, 330, 331-32; reflexive 
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capacity of, 345; as signifier for ontological 
ground of human life, 328; as social media
tion, 334; synchronic implications of lan
guage metaphor, 359; unique qualities of, 
344-46; use in governing of semiotic prac
tices, 345-46 

language game(s): as articulations oflan
guage to other semiotic practices, 340, 
344; capitalism as, 348-49; as game, 337-
38; as implying that social life is entirely 
linguistic, 336; as implying that social life 
is not reducible to language, 336-38; as 
metaphor for social, 320-21, 334; as nodes 
of articulation between semiotic practices, 
346; as part of a form of life, 336; relation 
to structure, 321, 341 

langue: changes in, 331; contrasted to parole, 
129, 331; as foundational concept in human 
sciences, 325; synchrony of, 359 

Laslett, Peter, 34 
Launay, Bernard Rene Jordan, Marquis de, 

234, 237, 242, 250 

Learning to Labor (Willis), 159 
Lefebvre, Georges, 37, 99, 256 

Lenin, Vladimir Illich, 277 
Lepetit, Bernard, 73, 74 
Le Roy Laudrie, Emmanuel, 69, 70, 179, 183 
Levi, Giovanni, 74 
Levi-Strauss, Claude, 129, 130, 157, 161, 189, 

331, 359, 365; objecrivism of, 371; syn
chronic nature of his analysis, 357-58 

Lieux de memoire, Les, (Nora), 70 
linguistics, 129; privileging of synchrony in 

Saussurian paradigm, 359 
linguistic structures, 147-48 
linguistic turn, 3; as American, 335; historical 

turn within, 358-59; history of, 330-31; 
ontological claim of, 346. See also cultural 
turn 

literary studies, 325; influence on historians, 
44; focus on canonical texts, 153; transfor
mation by French theory in 1970s, 153 

Long-Term Capital Management, 354 
Lono (Hawaiian god), 201, 220, 222-23 
Louis XVI, 232, 234, 240 
Lucas, Colin, 244n.8 
Lucl<mann, Thomas, 356 
Lyotard,Jean-Fran~ois, 68 

macrohistory, 113-15, 120 
Making of the English Working Class, The 

(Thompson), 26, 33, 159, 179, 275 

Malinowski, Bronislaw, 169 
mana, 202, 214, 215; European goods as, 215; 

transformation of over time, 2.18 
Mann, Michael, 114; caging of populations, 

116-17; contingency of emergence of civi
lizations, 115-17; critique of equation of 
society with nation state, 117-zo; differ
ences from Wallerstein, 117; directionality 
of historical change, 12.2-23; Egypt as ex
ample of unitary society, 118; interconnec
tions between conceptions of space and 
time, 121; interstitial ideologies, 119; spatial 
assumptions, 117; types of networks of; so
cial power, 118; use of comparison, 12q1-21 

Marcus,George,161 
Marcuse, Herbert, 60 
Marin, Louis, 335 
Markoff, John, 53 
Marseille: Chamber of Commerce of, 303-4; 

commerce of, 288; municipality of, 286-88; 
port of, 288, 299-306; rise of steam naviga
tion in, 303 

Marx, Karl, 2, 5, 83, 149, 189, 348 
Marxism, 159; Althusserianism in Britain, 64; 

conception of capitalism, 277; French his
torians and, 36-37; paleomarxism, 274, 277, 
279. See also British Marxist Historians 

Massey, Douglas, 367 
materialism, 176, 177-78, 185-86 
Mazuy, Fran~ois, 294n.27 
Mead, Margaret, 169, 175 
meaning: culture as, 158-64; as embodied in 

publicly available symbols, 180-81; Geertz's 
anthropology and, 180-82; importations 
of, 168; recalcitrance of world to predica
tions of, 168; relation to practice, 162-64, 
167-68 

mechanistic explanation: apparent incompat
ibility with semiotic conception of social 
life, 352; in language games of capitalism, 
349; pragmatic use of, 355; in study of built 
environment, 369; use in natual science, 
347; use in social science, 347; as way
station to interpretive account, 355 

mediation: as fundamental in social process, 
330; language as, 334; the social as, 329-30 

Meiji Restoration, 93 
merchants (Marseille): organization of busi

ness of, 296-97; relationship of with dock
workers, 296-99; support for dockworkers 
by during dispute with Compagnie des 
Docks, 303-4 i· 
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Merton, Robert C., 354 
Merton, Robert K., 189 
Mesopotamia, n5, u6, II7, u8 
methodological individualism, 262, 320 
methodology. See interpretive method; 

quantification 
microhistory: and agency, 74; as dereification, 

75; interest in by Annales school histori
ans, 73; Italian origins of, 73-74; and large
scale social processes, 75 

Mill, John Stuart, 2 
Mills, C. Wright, 40 
Mitterand, Franryois, 68, 70 
Mobile Guard, 103-5 
modernization school of social science, 84 
Modern World System, The (Wallerstein), u2 
money: as abstract symbolic system, 348; as 

worldwide medium of language games, 

348 
Montaillou (Le Roy Laudrie), 69-70, 179 
Montgrand, Marquis de (mayor of Mar-

seille), 285-87 
Montrose, Louis, 154 
Moore, Barrington, 81 
Mounier,Jean-Joseph, 238-39, 253, 267 

Namier, Louis, 183 
narrative, 3, n-12; analogical extensions of, 

99-100; causal narrative in Traugott's 
work, 105; as historians' common sense, 
102; history defined as, 327; importance of 
individuals in history, 106, 313-14;-'impor
tance of in Skocpol's work, 100; multiple 
causal narrative, 98; need for in analysis of 
events, 244; need for in sociology, u1; re
vival of, 315-16; role of in sciences, n3; 
shortcomings of, 184; Skocpol's narrative 
strategy, 97-8; social historians' attitudes 
toward, 28 

narrative history: disdain of by historical so
ciologists and social historians, 225; events 
in, 225; social history as defined against, 

184 
National Assembly, 230, 231, 235, 236, 255, 

257, 259, 267: its articulation of modern 
concept of revolution, 237-44; how it built 
revolution into daily lives of citizens, 362; 
ideology of, 231; strategic calculations of, 
263-65; triumph of 234 

National Workshops, 103-6 
nation-state, as model for society, u7-18 
Necker, Jacques, 230, 232, 238, 240 

neoliberalism, 57; discourses of, 58; in France, 
70-71; success of in 1980s and 1990s, 63 

New Cultural History, The (Bonnell and 
Hunt), 48 . 

New Rules of Sociological Method (Giddens), 
129 

new social history, 22, 26, 31, 153, 225 
Nguyen, Victor, 28m.7 
1960s radicalism: and counterculture, 30; cri

tique of corporate culture, 30; and cultural 
turn, 41, 61 

Noailles, Louis-Marie, Vicomte de, 257 
Nora, Pierre, 70 
nostalgia, 70 

Obeyesekere, Gananath, 2oon.2 
objective risk of action, 203 
One Dimensional Man (Marcuse), 60 
ontology: compatible with structure, 321; and 

methodology, 320 
organized labor. See labor organizations 
Ortner, Sherry, 161 
Outline of a Theory of Practice (Bourdieu), 137-

39 
Ozouf, Mona, 69 

paleontology, u2-13 
Palmer, Bryan D., 49n.29 
paradifmatic explanation: application of to 

semiotic practice, 338; formal approach to 
transformation, 359-60; impossibility of 

\. 

conceptualizing temporal duration within, 
360; synchronic character of, 359-60; as 
tool of interpretive methods, 332, 347 

Paris, revolutionary municipality of, 233; 
Louis XVI's assent to establishment of, 
234; reception of Louis XVI by, 240 

parole, contrasted to langue, 129 
Parsons, Talcott, 160, 189 
part-whole relationship, in Wallerstein, 86 
Past and Present, 33 
path dependence, 100-101, 105, 120, 273 
Patterns of Culture (Benedict), 175-76 
Patterson, Orlando, 42 
people, the: ambiguity of concept of, 246-47, 

265-66 
performance: culture as, 161-62; as instantia

tion of code, 332 
Philosophical Investigations (Wittgenstein), 331, 

336, 337, 357 
Pigenet, Michel, 286n.15 
Pocock,]. G. A, 331 
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political culture: as linguistic phenomenon, 
333; transformation of in events, 245 

political discourse: salience of "worker" in 
1848, 312-13; theme of democratic and so
cial republic in 1848, 313 

political science, 6, 12-13, 325; emergence 0£ 2; 
empiricist narrowness in, 15; meaning of 
politics and rationality in, 319; meaning of 
social in, 319; rational choice theory in, 262 

political structures, 148-49 
politics: autonomy 0£ 3II, 317; as linguistic 

phenomenon, 333; as ordering cultural 
difference, 172-73. See also state 

Politics, Culture, and Class in the French Revolu
tion (Hunt), 44 

popular sovereignty: as articulated in ritual, 
252-54; difficulty of distinguishing from 
mob violence, 240; implied in accounts of 
taking of Bastille, 237; its novel articula
tion with crowd violence, 236; use of con
cept before taking of Bastille, 233 

Populations ouvrieres et les industries de la France, 
Les (Audiganne), 310 

positivism: association with quantitative 
methods, 369; author's earlier association 
with, 23; in critique of Geertz, 176; its 
dominance in American social science, 
347; Scott's critique 0£ 50 

postmodernism 59, 79, 176, 326, 327 
post-structuralism, 208: in anthropology, 46, 

l55i death of subject, 206; effects on prac
tice of history, 51; and history, 47; lack of 
influence on French historians, 69; in liter
ary studies, l53i its obliteration of the so
cial, 79 

Poverty and Progress (Thernstrom), 26 
Poverty of Theory, The (Thompson), 64 
power: accumulation of social power over 

time, 122; forms of (Mann), II8; relation to 
culture, 173; and resources, 132; and scope 
of semiotic practices, 344 

practice: as constituting structure, 127; dis
cursive and nondiscursive, 334-35; lan
guage metaphor and, 331; not reducible to 
discourse, 338; relations 0£ 220; as semi
otic, 338; theory of (Bourdieu), 138. See also 
semiotic practice 

pragmatism, 199, 205, 206 
Princeton University, 42 
proletarianization, 276-78, 310, 316 
Prussian Reform Movement, 93 
Puget, Peter, 214 

quantification 12, l3i abbreviating and sum
marizing function of, 350; author's dissat
isfaction with, 40; batting average, 350; 
difference from interpretive methods exag
gerated, 369-72; dominant role of in 
American social science, 347; epistemic 
continuity with interpretive method 371; 
fit with commodity form, 348; hermeneu
tical, 371-72; as ideology of social science, 
349; importance of statistics in American 
sports, 349; made possible by historical 
spread of quantitative language games of 
capitalism, 349, 350; made possible by reg
ularities of semiotic practice, 350; neces
sity of in interpretive study of capitalism, 
348-49; new social historians' ambivalence 
about, 32; pragmatic utility of, 350; as 
proxy for semiotic practices, 351; relation 
to Fordism, 31; in social history, 27-28; in 
study of built environment, 369; use of in 
research on Marseille's dockworkers, 281; 
value in grasping dynamics of contempo
rary capitalism, 78 

Ramsay, Clay, 256 
Ranciere, Jacques, 52 
rational choice theory, 262-70; as applied to 

revolutions, 262-63, 268 
Reagan, Ronald, 62-63 
Reddy, William, 4, 5n.2, 42, 342 
reductionism, 86, 198 
reference: acts 0£ 202, as automatic, 212; as a 

marking of things as resources, 217; novel
ties 0£ 207; as risky, 212, 218; temr{~ral exr,, 
tension of effects 0£ 217; in theory of 
event, 223. See also Sahlins, Marshall 

reflexivity: and language, 345-46; left out of 
Sahlins's account of Hawaiian reception of 
Cook, 212-13 

religion, 181; as enabling humans to live with 
threat of chaos, 188; replaced by society as 
ultimate ground of order, 325 

repertoires of contention, 235 
representation, 191 
reproduction: in Bourdieu's habitus, 138-39; 

definition 0£ 272; as dependent on partic
ular social ecologies, 273; in environment 
of change, 271-80, 317; as explained by in
ertia, 272-73; importance of in episodes of 
social change, l39i as opposite of events, 
271; as taking place whether it is desired or 
not, 126; transformation as mode 0£ 200; 
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reproduction (continued) 
as what makes existence of events interest

ing, 199 
resistance, 173 
resources: as actual, 133-34; allocative, 132; 

authoritative, 132; as element of structure, 
128, 214; human, 132-33, 134-35; nonhu
man, 133, 135; not theorized by Sahlins, 
204; physical and biological conditions 
of, 216; polysemy of, 142; as products of 
schemas, 134-36, 216; readability of, 136; 
and rules, 128; in theory of the event, 214-

f ''" 

18, 223; unpredictable accumulaci9n and 
flows 0£ 141-42, 216, 217; as virti.i'al, 133-

36 
"Rethinking Chartism" (Stedman Jones), 64 

Revel, Jacques, 35, 71, 74, 75, 77 
revolution: changes of cultural meanings in, 

263; concept of before July 1789, 235; defi
nition, of, 235, 241, 243; historical vs. socio
logical analysis 0£ 98; invention of modern 
concept of, 235-44, 265; rational choice 
approach to, 262; successful military re
pression of, 104; transformation of identi
ties in, 263. See also American Revolution; 
Chinese Revolution; French Revolution 
( 1789 ); French Revolution of 1848; Ger
man Revolution of 1848; Glorious Revolu
tion; July Revolution of 1830; Russian Rev
olution; Skocpol, Theda; Traugott, Mark 

Revolutions de Paris, Les, 237 
Ricoeur, Paul, 331, 371 
ritual, 169: contrast with events, 251-52; defi

nition 0£ 252; presence of in events, 251-
55; reversal of ritual process, 254; ritual 
murder, 222; ritual process, 254; in taking 
of Bastille, 237, 251-54 

Robespierre, Maximillien, 241 
Roemer,John, 15on.11 
Roman Empire, 119, 120 
Rosaldo, Michelle, 42 
Rosaldo, Renato, 42, 139, 171, 175, 358 
Roseberry, William, 177-78 
Rostow, W. W., 39 
routine, 272-73; as combined with trend, 285; 

definition of, 273; institutional, 315; insti
tutionalization of, 285; relation to trends 
and events, 273-74 

Rubin, Gayle, 179 
Rubin, Robert, 62 
Rude, George, 32, 33 , 
rules: as conceptualized by anthrop~logy, 

130-31; definition of (Giddens), 130; as ele
ment of structure, 128; and resources, 128 

Russian Revolution, 92, 95 

Sabel, Charles H., 149 
sacred, the, 252, 267 
Sahlins, Marshall, 139, 142n.10, 168, 170, 179, 

331, 358, 365, 366; compared to Geertz, 
176n.3, 191n.15; how cultural categories ac
quire new functional values, 202-3; how 
events transform meaning and relations of 
cultural categories, 203-4; objective risk of 
cultural categories in a'cl:ion, 203; social ac
tion as reference, 202-4; as structuralist, 
126, 198-99, 365-66; structure of the con
juncture 219-24; theory of events, 197-24; 
subjective risk of cultural categories in ac
tion, 203-4; transformation of a culture as 
a mode of its reproduction, 200-201 

Samuel, Raphael, 65, 66, 278-79 
Sapir, David, 42 
Sargon of Akkad, 119, 120 
Saussure, Ferdinand de, 331-32 
Savage Mind, The (Levi .. Strauss), 357 
Schneider, David, 160, 163, 336n 
Scholes, Myron S., 354 
schemas, 131-37; defined, 131; differential vali

dation of in practice, 142; as effects of re
sources, 136; as generating resources, 134-
36; in theory of event, 223; transformations 
of as result of flows of resources, 217; 
transposition of, 131, 140-41, 213, 315; as 
virtual, 131-32 

science: as model for social science, 15-16, 82, 
162, 269, 347; theorizing about in social 
sciences, 320; 

Scott, James, 170 
Scott, Joan, 4, 5n.2, 40, 44-46, 48, 49n.29, 

50-51 
semiotic explanation, 265-66 
semiotic practice: basketball as, 337-38; cur

rency trading as, 343; dynamics of in bas
ketball, 341; as instantiated in variety of 
media, 339; invocations of social causality 
as referring to, 339; kinesthetic practice 
as, 337-38; as material, 367; middle-class 
financial prudence as, 343; slippages be~ 
tween semiotic practices, 341; spatial 
misfits between, 342-44, 346; varieties of, 

f 

335,!See also language game(s); practice 
Sens pratique, Le, (Bourdi_eu), 46 
Sewell, William H., Sr., ;.3 
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Shankman, Paul, l76n.4 
Sieyes, Emmanuel-Joseph, Abbe, 52 

Simiand, Franfois, 36 
Skinner, Quentin, 331 
Skocpol, Theda, 91-100; analysis of Chinese 

Revolution, 93-94; on comparative 
method, 91, 93, 94; embrace of scientific 
methodology, 91; flaws in analysis, 93-97; 
narrative strategy of, 97-100; as struc
turalist, 126; theory of social revolution, 
92-93; unconsciousness about event as 
theoretical category, 102 

Smelser, Neil, 81n.1 
Smith, Adam, 2, 353 
Soboul, Albert, 37 
social, the: as carrying a whiff of the divine, 

326; common sense conceptions of, 329; 
as constituted by streams of mediated hu
man action, 330; definition of, 369; as dis
tinguished from the individual, 323; as 
distinguished from the societal, 323; as a 
fact of discourse, 326; feminine inflection 
of, 324; as historically constituted, 319; as 
intertextuality, 334; linguistic conception 
of, 332-34, 346; meaning of in social sci
ence disciplines, 318-19, 321-28; as name 
for really real, 326, 327; networks of semi
otic practices, 346; not reducible to dis
course, 335; obliteration of by radical post
structuralism, 79; as ontological concept, 
318-19; as pertaining to companionship, 
321, 329; as pertaining to reified totality, 
323; as semiotic mediation, 346; as semi
otic practice in built environments, 369; 
as signifying mediated forms of relation
ship, 329; as solidarity, 324; tautological 
definition of, 319; as the totality of inter
dependence in human relations, 328, 334, 
346; as unmarked, 325; vagueness of, 318, 

324-25 
social boundaries: conceptualized as natu

rally existing, 329; difficulty of defining, 
205-6; as historically constituted, 330; lack 
of correspondence to national boundaries, 
171 

social construction: affinity with interpretive 
method, 336; definition of, 357; diachronic 
temporality of, 358, 360; duration and, 360; 
emphasis on materiality of social life, 361; 
fit with built environment metaphor, 364; 
gender as, 364; history of uses of, 336; 
insufficiency of concept, 362; as naturaliza-

tion of cultural facts, 360; as necessary 
supplement to language metaphor, 359; 
race as, 364; timing of use corresponds 
with linguistic turn, 356 

Social Construction of Reality, The (Berger and 
Ludemann), 356 

social history, 25-40; abandonment of 
achievements of, 50; achievement of disci
plinary hegemony in U.S., 29; assumed 
primacy of economic structures, 39; 
borrowings from social sciences, 28; in 
Britain, 32-34; capitalism as subject of, 
39-40; consensus working model of, 38-39; 
decline from hegemony in 1980s, 48; em
brace of by French historians, 73;·embrace 
of by British historians, 67; as eH).argement 
of scope of historical studies, 27; forms of 
evidence used in, 2 7; foundation of jour
nals devoted to, 26; in France, 34-37; as 
history of society, 38; Hobsbawm on, 38-
39; implications of term, 324; interest in 
cultural difference, l94i interest in ordi
nary people, 27; international rise of, 37; 
lack of explicit definition of, 38; lack of in
terest in events, 197; leftist affinities of, 37; 
mixture of interpretive and quantitative 
method in, 370; as mysterious, 326, 352; 
need for reinvention of, 79; use of quantifi
cation in, 27-28; relation to political com
mitments, 29-30; rise in 1960s and 1970s 
in U.S., 26, 180; theoretical and epistemo
logical outlook of, 28; virtues of, 78; 
younger generation of British social his to· 
rians, 34, 64. See also Annales School; 
British Marxist historians; cultural his
tory; history: from the bottom up; new 
social history 

Social History, 64, 66-67 
socialism, 324 
social laws, 16, uo, II4 
social revolution. See Skocpol, Theda 
social sciences: epistemological diversity 0£ 

12-13; history of 2-3; as immature sciences 
16; interpretive method in, 14; meaning of 
social in, 318-19; mechanical causation in, 
355; natural science model and, l5i poly
semy ofleading concepts of, 324; posi
tivism in, 12, 14; prestige of in 1950s and 
1960s, 28; structural thinking in, l4i the-
oey i~ 3-4 , 

social space: as manifold, 12.I; Mann's theory 
of, II7-18 
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social structure: building-block view of, 329-
30; cultural historians reticence about re
ferring to, 51; as epistemic object of social 
history, 28; naive objectivism associated 
with concept of, 50 

social system: defined, 129 
social temporality, ix; causal heterogeneity in, 

10, 105-6, 120, 280; as combining events, 
routines, and trends, 273-74; of capitalism 
149-51, 276-80; as complex, 9, 271, 280; 
as contingent, 7-8, 101, 106, no, 112-23, 
120, 280; 317; directionality of historical 
change, 122-23; as eventful, 8-9, 100-107, 
280; in events, 229; as fateful 6-8, 100-101, 
280; as heterogeneous, 9-10, 101; histori
ans' conception of, 6-12; as irreversible 6-
7, 120; lumpy texture of, 226; as sequential 
7; social scientists' conceptions of, 8, 12; 
uneven development in capitalism, 150-51, 
277-80. See also chronology; contextualiza
tion; eventful temporality; events 

social theory, 5-6, 13, 189. See also theory 
social transformation: as disarticulation and 

rearticulation of structures, 245; Geertz's 
"models of" and "models for;' 192; as in
volving shifts in power, 246; as involving 
shifts in resources, 216-18, 246; made 
definitive by authoritative sanction, 257-

59; meaning of, 184-85; resulting from 
events, 203, 244-46; role of cultural differ
ence in, 196; Sahlins's theory of, 200, 202-
4; how structural change is possible, 239-
43; transformation of by events~·ir7-28 

societal, 323 . , 

society: as aggregate of persons living in an 
ordered community, 321; building-block 
view of, 329-30; civil, 322; as companion
ship, 321, 323; complexity of, 140, 195; as 
constituted by streams of mediated human 
action, 330; as corporate collectivity, 321, 
322; as culturally constructed, 16; not 
equivalent to nation-state (Mann), n7; as 
fractured, 140; as governed by social laws, 
327; model of as clearly bounded entity, 
171; as name for really real, 326; nation
state as, 323, 329; as networks of semiotic 
practices, 346; as our God, 326; as overlap
ping organizational networks, 118; as prod· 
uct of social contract, 321; as rei.fied total
ity, 322; as site of overlapping cultural 
structures, 209; as a text, 334; as ultimate 
ground of order, 325 

Society of the Rights of Man, 306-7 
Society of Saint Peter and Saint Paul and our 

Lady of Mercy (Marseille dockworkers): 
audience with Napoleon III, 302; cultiva
tion of public opinion by, 303; defeat of by 
Compagnie des Docks, 305; entry fee of, 
283; fading into ordinary mutual aid soci
ety, 305; formal organization of, 283-84; 
as legal anomaly, 285-87, 294; legal deci· 
sion against, 305; merchants' toleration of, 
294-99; la Muse (equitable distribution 
of jobs), 284; penalties for dishonesty, 
297-98; statutes of, 282-84, strike of 1859, 
302-3. See also dockworkers of Marseille 

sociology, 6; conception of structure, 126; of 
culture, 154, 158; diversity of theoretical 
outlook in, 12-13; emergence of, 2; empha
sis on causality, 111; lack of interest in event 
as theoretical category, 102; methodologi
cal consciousness of, 103; place of histori
cal sociology in, 81-82; rational choice the
ory in, 262; scientific methodology in, 162; 
as study of any and all domains, 325 

Solzhenitsyn, Aleksandr, 67 
Somers, Margaret, 149 
Sorbonne, 35 

Sources of Social Power, The (Mann), II4 
Spencer, Herbert, 83 
Spivak, Gayatri Chakravorty, 52 
state: ~utonomy of, 311; and cultures, 172; as 

po~erful network of semiotic practices, 
344; role in expansio~ ~f Marseille's port, 
300; role in resolving i!/:.ents, 257-59; 
structural transformations of, 148; struc
tures of, 148 

States and Social Revolutions (Skocpol), 91-100, 
112 

Stedman Jones, Gareth, 64, 65, 76 
Steinmetz, George, 31, 59n.39, 61n.42 
Stone, Lawrence, 32n.8, 316 
strategy: in Bourdieu, 138; of National As

sembly in 1789, 263; in rational choice the
ory, 262-63 

structuralism: challenge to its sense of total
ity, 213; epistemological conventions of, 
198; ideal determinism of, 137, 139; in liter
ary studies, 153; objectivism of, 371; of 
Sahlins, 199; similarity of Giddens's notion 
of structure to, 129; tendency of to view 
change as coming from outside the system, 

139 
structuration, 127, 358 
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structure, 124-51; apparent imperviousness 
of to human agency, 125; architectural 
metaphor of, 330; as articulated to other· 
structures, 228, 229; as contingent, 140; 
contrasting uses of in sociology and an
thropology. 126; contrast with events, 197; 
corresponding to spheres of social prac
tice, 206; cultural, 206; as a cultural phe
nomenon, 151; definition of, 128, 136, 137, 
143, 151, 198; depth of, 146-51; disarticula
tion and rearticulation of in events, z45; 
duality of, 127-28, 136-37, 138; as engen
dering stasis, 137; as foundation for theory 
of events, 226; givenness of in most social 
science usage, 14; importance of in social 
science, 124; intersecting and overlapping 
of, 143, 2.05-6; as laden with power differ
entials, 14s; linguistic, 147; as linked to the 
world, 214; mental (Bourdieu), 137-38; as 
metaphor, 125-26, 320; as multiple, 140, 
205-n; multiple structures used to explain 
cultural creativity, 212-13; multiple struc
tures used to explain production of sub
jects, 2n-12; mutability of, 127, 141; as op
posite of agency, 159; orders of (Sahlins ), 
210; political, 148-49; power of. 146-51; 
problems in current use of, 125; relation of 
to events, 102, 198-99, 226-28; relation of 
to language game, 321; as resources, 132-33; 
rhetorical force of, 124-25; as at risk in so
cial interactions, 143; as rules, 129-32; 
Sahlins's concept of. 204; as schemas, 131-
32; as schemas and resources, 133-37, 218; 
as singular or plural, 204, :2.05-10; as syn
chronic concept, 219; transformations of 
entail dynamics of resources, 128; transfor
mations of over time, 14, 151, 217-18; vari
eties of, 145; virtual character of, 129. See 
also duality of structure; Giddens, An
thony; political structures, resources; 
schemas; social structure 

structure of the conjuncture, 220-24, 273; in 
Bastille event, 246-48 

Structure of Politics at the Accession of George III. 
The (Namier), 183 

Structures elementaires de la parente (Levi
Strauss), 331, 357 

structures of feeling, 23, 54 
subjects: as creative, 212-13; death of the sub

ject, 206; as formed by participation in so
cial relationships, 212; as formed by struc
tures, 209, 2n-12; in Sahlins's theory, 204; 

as various, 2u; as willful, 2u. See also 
agency; creativity; improvisation 

Suny, Ronald, 32n.7 
Swidler, Ann, 161, 162 
symbols: Geert2 on, 181; as "models of" and 

"models for;' 190-92; multiple meanings 
of, 168 

symbol systems: autonomy of, 161; biological 
necessity of for humans, 185-89; thin co
herence of, 166-67. See also culture 

synchrony: in anthropology, 17; definition 
of, 182; and diachrony, 178; as discursive 
mode, 219; implied by language metaphor, 
359; as more important for historians than 
diachrony, 184; in paradigmatic explana
tion, 359-60; in Saussurian paradigm, 359; 

in work of Geertz, 178, 181-82; in work of 
Levi-Strauss, 357-58; in work of Wittgen
stein, 358 

tabu, 207-8, 214-I), 218 
Taylor, Michael, 262 
teleological explanation, 84 
teleological temporality, 83-91, 101 
Telling the Truth About History (Hunt), 45 ' 
temporality. See diachrony; eventful tempo-

rality; experimental temporality; social 
temporality; synchrony; teleological tem
porality 

textuality, 51; of apparently nondi.scursive 
practices, 335-36; concept of culture as 
text, 46; definition of. 335; inappropriately 
applied to nondiscursive practices (Char
tier), 334; as metaphor, 33s-36; quantita
tive study of, 370-71; society as <(text, 
334; as source of both qualitativ~and 
quantitative evidence, 370. See also inter
textuality. 

Thatcher, Margaret, 62-63 
theory: in history, 3-5; in social science, 3-4, 

12. See also social theory 
Themstrom, Stephan, 26 
Thevenot, Laurent, 73, 75 

Thomas, Emile, 104, 10s, 106 
Thompson, E. P., 26, 40, 179, 275; attractive

ness of his work to 1960s radicals, 31; con
cept of culture as agency, 159; marginaliza
tion from history profession, 34; 
opposition to quantification, 31-32; 
polemic against Althusser, 64 

Tilly, Charles, 26, 81, 8s, 88-91, 235, 351n.18; 
analysis of collective violence, 90-91; 
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Tilly, Charles (continued) 
analysis ofVendee rebellion, 88-90; event
ful analysis, 90; opposition to moderniza
tion theory, 81; teleology, 90, 91; uncon
sciousness about event as theoretical 
category, 102; usage of concept of urban
ization, 89 

Tocqueville, Alexis de, 2 
Toews, John, 49n.29 
T onnies, Ferdinand, 83 
"Traffic in Women, The" (Rubin), 179 
transformation. See social transformation 
Traugott, Mark, 103-7; causal narrative, 105-

7; importance of organizational histories, 
105; organizational hypotheSis, 103-;; use 
of Chorley's model, 104-5 

trends, 9; definition of. 273; and events, 121; 
relation to events and routines, 272-73 

Trinity, the, 169-70 
Tristan, Flora, 292n.24 
Trotsky, Leon, 230, 277 
Turner, Victor, 42, 161, 169, 174, 254, 331 

uneven development (of capitalism), 277-80, 
305-6 

unintended consequences of action, 221, 352; 
as defining concern of economics, 353; as 
element of social construction, 360; within 
language, 352; as reinstating mysterious
ness of the social, 352; in Sahlins's work, 
366; when semiotic knowledge is inade
quate, 352 

University of California, Berkeley, 44 
University of Chicago, 42 
Urry, John, 61 

Vendee, The (Tilly), 26, 88, 90, n2 
Vilar, Pierre, 37n.18 
Villeneuve-Bargement, Comte de (prefect of 

Bouches-du-Rhone), 285 
violence: as just and courageous, 239;justifi

cation of as expression of popular sover
eignty, 236, 239-44; legitimate vs. illegiti-

mate, 241-44; mimetic, 242; regarded as 
irrational, blind, and contagious, 238; 
sacred founding, 248; of sovereign people 
vs. of mob, 240 

Violence and the Sacred (Girard), 248 
Vovelle, Michel, 37, 370-71 

Wacquant, Loic, 338 
Wallace, Anthony, 339 
Wallersteiri, Immanuel, 81, 189; a posteriori 

reasoning applied to origin of capitalist 
'world-system, 87; concept of modern 
1world-system, 85, u7, 323n.3; desire to find 
laws of history, 8S;. eventful analysis in, 87; 
opposition to mo~~rnization theory, 81; 
teleological astronomy analogy for world
systems analysis, 8;-86, 88; unconscious
ness about event as theoretical category, 
102 

Waning of the Middle Ages, The (Huizinga), 179 
Washburn, S. L., 186 
Weber, Max, 5, 189, l89n.13, 193, 267, 328 

Weeks,Jeffrey, 6S 
White, Hayden, 4 

Williams, Raymond, 23, 156, 158, 327, 331 
Willis, Paul, 159 ~~ 

Wilson, Williamjulius, 367 
Wittgenstein, Ludwig, 130; concept of lan

guage game, 336-37; as inaugurating the 
Anglo-American version of the linguistic 
turn, 331; synchronic nature of his ap
proach, 358; use of building example, 3;7 

women's history: creativity of in 1980s, 47-
48; and cultural history, 48; and social his
tory, 47 

women's role in tabu violation, 207 
Wonderful Life (Gould), n2-13 
Work and Revolution in France (Sewell), 45 
"Workshop of the World" (Samuel), 278-79 
world-system, 85-87 
Wrigley, E. A., 34 
Writing Culture (Clifford and Marcus), 161 
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