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ABSTRACT

Categories of Experience, Logics of [nquiry and the Work of Analytic Concepts in the
Discourses of Critical Communication Studies

Malcolm K. Cecil, Ph.D.
Concordia University, 2002

As critical communication and cultural studies have taken a more sociological
turn, it is increasingly recognized that the theoretical assumptions of critical perspectives
create tensions within projects of empirically informed social analysis. This dissertation
}explores the epistemological commitments and liabilities of a set of analytic concepts that
address the domain of “lived experience” and interprets how and why they displace the
very phenomena that they claim to study.

Drawing on Foucauldean discourse analysis, I develop a critical perspective that
is grounded in the analysis of “discursive operators,” the analytic concepts that work to
legitimate claims to knowledge within different traditions of research. My research maps
out the work of these operators across a range of positions and projects, and diagnoses the
relations of power that structure these particular discursive régimes.

[ focus on four key discursive formations in critical communication and cultural
studies and their objects of study: emotion and symbolic interactionism; the structure of
feeling and literary hﬁmanism; subcultural and media ethnography; agency, identity and
discursive conceptions of power. In the course of my analysis, I find a consistent
regularity, a logic of deferral and displacement, in which the complexity and limit-less
character of actual contexts of research are displaced in favor of pdwerful discursive

operators such as intersubjectivity, the popular, resistance, and various conceptualizations
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of domination. Their influence contributes to the reproduction of theoretical orthodoxies

and the marginalization of theoretical and practical innovation in these discipliﬁary fields.
After isolating the problem, I describe a number of strategies that attempt to

contend with the determinations of powerful discursive operators, especially a form of

conjuncturalist analysis developed in cultural studies.
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INTRODUCTION

Over the last decade or so, questions about “lived experience” are increasingly
raised in critical communication and cultural studies. This rather vague topic generally
suggests a form of inquiry into the consequences and meanings of social and cultural
change for actual persons, whose activities are empirically observed and analyzed, and
whose understandings of their own conditions are accounted for. The concern for lived
experience is evident in the current popularity of the ethnographic method, for example,
or the construction of experiential objects of inquiry such as emotion, and the renovation
of literary modes of interpretation oriented towards feeling, “value” and “the lived.”
Questions of this nature are often framed as a return to an earlier set of concerns, or an
emergence from a protracted period of theoretical reflection in which problems of
representation have dominated critical and epistemological inquiry. They issue from an
intellectual conjuncture that is still largely pre-occupied with working through the
contributions of the structuralist and deconstructionist intellectual movements in the
critical sub-disciplines. While “lived experience” seems to me no more than a provisional
orienting thematic, some of the concepts and modes of inquiry that it consistently calls up
are of great interest to me. They resonate with a set of questions of my own, about the
conceptual resources available to comparable projects of research in our current
disciplinary conjuncture. These questions are the primary point of departure for the
discursive analyses that I undertake in this dissertation.

A second point of departure is my own intellectual trajectory. Traces of certain
questions that motivate my current research turned up in an earlier project on simulati_on.'A

That concept, while notoriously linked to postmodernist assaults on referentiality, is very



much a product of the structuralist conjuncture and its aftermath. It elaborates on the
preeminent structuralist figure of the symboligue, exploring various régimes of
systematicity associated with cultural forms and with social representation more
generally.” As such, it is part of the broad discursive formation concerned with
establishing the specificity of an alternative domain of cultural experience, exemplified
but certainly not exhausted by language. My involvement with this formation shifts
somewhat in this dissertation, to pose the question, more directly, of the discursive
systematicities or regularities that operate within our own practices of theorization and
research. To push this relation between simulation and my present project somewhat
further, I find in Baudrillard’s antithetical conception of symbolic exchange the traces of
contemporary impulses to theorize figures of mediation and to construct levels of analysis
(such as the affective) that are explicitly below or beyond the semiotic.’ These projects
explore the limits of the symbolique in contemporary social and cultural theory, and a
number of them are discussed in the analyses that follow. Finally, some of my
epistemological questions have been sharpened by a growing ambivalence towards
simulation as a critical standpoint. It seems to me we can do better at linking the
specificity of the local with more general levels of analysis if we stage the engagement
between our theoretical tools and the empirical moments of our research more carefully.
My project in this thesis is to question the work of a number of theoretical tools,
concepts and images that are currently influential in critical communication and cultural
studies. I begin with the assumption that research is a discursive activity: Rather than
reveal the truth about a given object or set of social relations, the concepts and imagery

deployed in research enable us to produce knowledge. Analytical concepts further the



development of the various discursive régimes that make up the .critical sub-disciplines.
My research focuses on the gains and liabilities of the use of these concepts in projects of
theory construction and in the formation of objects of research. I focus on the relations
between empirical phenomena and disciplinary objects of inquiry; and the relations
between objects of inquiry and the epistemological régimes in which they are made
intelligible.

The purpose of my project is one of epistemological analysis and critique. I do
lthis in the belief that we must question our analytical concepts and theoretical tools for
the work that they do in producing knowledge. My purpose is not simply to point out the
gains and liabilities of individual concepts, but to map out how they operate across a
range of positions and projects. My goal is to derive from this mapping a diagnostic
interpretation of the broad regularities revealed in the operations of these concepts.
Rather than interpret the intentions behind developments.in theorization and research, as
do the more sociologiqal approaches to the history of science or method, I seek to account
for broader determinations within the domain of conceptual activity itself. What I seek to
diagnose, then, is the work of concepts themselves in shaping the development of theory
and research, and through them, to broader relations of power within the field. My
purpose is not only to critique our current epistemological resources, but also to suggest a
modest way forward. I propose that reorienting research around an analytic model of
multiple levels of mediation can help to mitigate some of the liabilities revealed in my
analyses.

My practice follows from this project and these theoretical assumptions. In each

chapter I isolate a trajectory of development in theorization and research around a key



concept. I describe the work of the concept within representative examples of research. |
relate the work of the concept to the particular projects and commitments of the different
traditions in the field, and to adjacent disciplines from which they often issue, particularly
literary criticism, sociology and anthropology. Thus each chapter reconstructs a particular
domain of research in critical communication and cultural studies in terms of the relations
between analytic frames, objects of study, and the traditions of research in which they are
understood or explained. While I am interested in the possibilities of description and
explanation enabled by each concept, I am particularly interested in the contradictions
and condensations that these concepts embody. The regularities that are traced out in
these specific analyses are the basis for a more general interpretation of the stakes
attached to different analytical concepts and perspectives.

It is my hope that this thesis will be useful to others both as an evaluation of some
currently influential analytic concepts and their attendant research practices; and also as
an alternative model of how one might assess the state of a field of disciplinary discourse
to identify the most profitable sites for intervention and theo‘retical reconstruction. The
dissertation should help others to identify structuring concepts and problems in the
methods of critical research, and suggest a way to contend with them.

The critical perspective that organizes my research is drawn from a formation of
French discourse that includes figures such as Bachelard, Canguilhem, Althusser and
Foucault.! One project common to the formation is the analysis of the work of concepts
and theoretical imagery in securing the legitimacy of knowledge claims, which develops
in Foucault into the problematic of enunciation. From the early figures I draw analytical

concepts, such as “epistemological image” and a practice of historical and conceptual



description and analysis. My more basic methodological choices are inspired by
Foucault’s practice of genealogical analysis, and by J. M. Berthelot’s adaptation of the
Foucauldean program to the analysis and critique of the discourse of the social sciences.

The methodological program that I draw from these sources suggests a way of
assembling a corpus and a practice of reading it. From Foucault’s practice of genealogical
analysis, I take the notion that research ought to begin from problems and questions that
are specific to a conjuncture.5 In such a form of discourse analysis, the questions
associated with a particular conjuncture and its problems motivate the choiée of
literatures. The literature assembled for this dissertation ranges over a rather
heterogeneous set of disciplines and projects, as I discuss below, but real commonalities
have emerged in the course of the analyses. A corpus, or what Foucault called an archive,
is not constructed around typical methodological conceptions of an object domain
(Foucault Archaeology 126-131). 1 didn’t read everything written on the topic of
performativity, for instance, in order to pursue the question of why the concept should
achieve such influence, despite its evident liabilities. I read until I had an understanding
of the kinds of mediations the concept performs in projects of analysis, and was able to
understand its place in the projects of feminist political philosophy. I then extended the
corpus along this trajectory, to-encompass other texts and projects that share a
commonality of conceptual imagery and practice with the notion of the performative.
Throughout this process of analysis, my questions motivated the assembly of a corpus as
the strategic construction of a number of trajectories that slice through the theoretical

discourses of the critical sub-disciplines.



Discourse analysis also entails a practice of reading. It is not deconstructive, in
that it does not dwell on the surface of language, analyzing the rhetorical techniques and
figures that create the effects of knowledge or truth. Nor is it a hermeneutic practice, in
which one reads for the true meaning of the concept, or the intention of its users. Thé
practice requires reading at a certain depth, to trace out a system of regularities in the
appearance of statements. 1 ground my analysis in very close reading of key concepts,
attempting to demonstrate their specific functions. Only when a strategic density of texts
that is sufficient to indicate the presence of a formation is built do I try to make sense of
them in terms of a wider set of regularities. The goal of the practice is to make a
diagnostic mapping of how particular concepts work and produce regularities across a
range of positions. Discursive analysis works at the‘ level of the entire formation, and so
while I discuss passages of particular texts in great detail, it is with the interést of locating
the significant statements that traverse the literature and point to a systematic function.

In an assimilation of Foucauldean conceptions of discourse to a methodological
critique of the social sciences, Jean Michel Berthelot points to the doubled determinations
that condition our analytical concepts. On the one hand they are conjunctural. Concepts
circulate in general discourse, and draw authority from lay assumptions about, for
example, the immediacéf of experiential knowledge or the reality of resistance. At another
level of mediation, our analytical concepts are always implicated in discursive relations,
and thus subject to another set of determinations. Berthelot terms the concept, in this dual
role, a “discursive operator” (12). Despite their gvident referentiality, discursive operators
allow certain theoretical operations to occur, problems to be solved, and theoretical

abstractions to be validated. Their operations occur within a "discursive régime," which



refers to the particular logic of inquiry in which empirical phenomena are framed, and
which determines the necessary role of the discursive operator. Berthelot’s perspective is
useful to analyze the work and identity of a set of discursive operators across contexts,
both conjunctural and epistemological.

In a philosophical register, I have found Deleuze and Guattari's notion of
conceptual personae and personnages to be helpful in visualizing the work of concepts
and their relations to other figures of thought and expression. Prior to concepts, there are
conceptual personae, the figures of philosophical writing that suggest a problem or lay
out a “plane of immanence” and inspire the creation of concepts to populate it (Deleuze
and Guattari 81). As such, conceptual personae are the first determinations of how a
question is formulated and they provide the imagery in which an “answer” to the question
may be contemplated. Conceptual personae operate between the intuitive grasp of an area
and its formal expressbion or schematization in concepts, its personnages. Personnages
populate different theoretical planes, and exist within different relations. Personnages
antipathiques are pairs of concepts that provide productive oppositions for the privileged
operators of a particular theoretical plyane. I have found the concept useful to describe the
dichotomous organization of analytical concepts through which the structuring
oppositions of social theory are often named, personnages antipathiques such as structure
and agency, theory and method, or oppression and resistance. In a general sense, the
operators of persona and éersonnage provide terms to describe the underlying
determinations of a system of concepts, rather like Althusser’s notion of the problematic.

In more specific terms then, my argument is that rather than serving a purely

referential function, giving us the truth about a given state of affairs or an object of study,



our discursive operators further the elaboration of epistemological régimes. They secure
power for a discourse as they make knowledge. Even as they provide the tools to
transform the phenomenal actualities of research into objects of study, they also function
at other levels, solving theoretical problems, performing the operations fequired by
particular logics of inquiry and legitimating our claims to knowledge. As such they are
indispensable, but the dual role of oﬁr operators can lead to tensions and problematic
condensations. We must analyze the work of our operators to understand their effectivity
in particular projects, and more generally as a level of mediation in their own right.

In accord with the methodological program that [ have just outlined, my analysis
begins with a set of questions and mers outward along a number of vectors or
trajectories that together comprise a corpus. I limited the scope of the corpus somewhat
with the requirement that the literature have a certain currency, and that the operators to
be analyzed have enunci'ative authority, a demonstrable power to produce possible
positions in discourse. I wanted to assemble a corpus that reflected some of the ‘ifnportant
tensions of the current conjuncture. As Deleuze and Guattari argue, concepts are material
entities; they change application and meaning as they are reactivated in contemporary
problems (What Is 28). These literatures allow me to make a number of “cuts” through
the theory and politics of the conjuncture and to engage with some of the key questions of
the conjuncture.

How do we deal with the categories of experience, after the problem of presence
surfaces in post-structuralist theory? Whatever else the critique of logocentrism has
accomplished, it has made us skeptical about interpreting interiority. Debates on the

ethnographic method and critical hermeneutics reflect this tension. For example, it is



often argued that ethnographies fit people’s experiences too neatly into their pre-
supposed political or theoretical frameworks (Morris Banality 23). Can we continue to
iﬁterpret experience, and subjective meaning, for that matter, if it appears to be simply a
pretext to justify privileged critical assumptions? On the other hand, the deconstructionist
solutions to the problems of the subject seem inadequate. They wind up missing
something about the specificity of human being. Despite the liabilities that plague the use
of concepts such as emotion, feeling, affect, the categories of experience are nonetheless
necesséry because they work to figure irreducible aspects of human specificity.

How do we go beyond the limits of social constructionism, and more generally of
the linguistic models of mediation that structure our theory and research? In an important
debate with Fornas, Grossberg has proposed that we discard the problematic of mediation
as a means to frame inquiries into cultural processes, on the grounds that it depicts every
cultural relation as a relation of meaning or signification. Grossberg’s critique resonates
strongly with my initial concerns about the overriding concern for the semiotic in cultural
theory. This leads me to analyze fhe operator of the “structure of feeling” and related
concepts. On the basis of my analysis of this and other discursive sites, [ argue against
Grossberg that rather than discard the notion of mediation as an orienting concept for
research, we need to extend the concept beyond its current limits.

How do we focus on the specificity of cultural practices, and yet retain the ability
to situate them within broader critical assessments? This concern follows on the heels of
a theoretical turn in postmodern discourse, even as it denounced the totalization of earlier
“grand narratives.” The proliferation of autobiography and micro-analyses attest to a

counter force within contemporary criticism, a wish to retain the specificity of cultural



practices within our accounts. Yet these forms of research have been criticized for failing
to link their specific analyses with a broader consideration of social forces. The question
of how this might be done moves to the center of discussion in the final chapter of the
dissertation.

These are some of the key questions of the conjuncture. They motivate the
_ trajectories that I construct through contemporary literatures, and inevitably they will be
further specified alo‘ng the way. They suggest a problem space more than a single
problem, a set of issues arising from the difficulties of addressing certain phenomena
within the discursive limits of current critical orthodoxies. | initially wanted to challenge
the personnages of the subject set forth in structuralist work by setting them the task of
accounting for the categories of experience. I felt that their inherent limits would be
pushed to the breaking point by this project. Perhaps inevitably, the target of my critique
changed as I came to realize that the imposition of theoretical orthodoxies and the
domination of research by powerful discursive operators are more pressing problems than
the exclusion of certain traits of human character and sociality. The specification and
adjustment of orienting questions is an important aspect of the interpretive method.
Foucault himself did not start his research where his research narratives began.

In the course of constructing the various trajectories, I found that the literatures
came back, time and again, to the problem of what matters most to people. The texts cited
here rarely approach the question directly, tending instead to construct objects and levels
of analysis that bring the problem of mattering into visibility tangentially. However, in
the midst of an argument or while extending the limits of a constricting theoretical

orthodoxy, an appeal was regularly made to a deeper level of meaning, an inviolable



center of individual concern or feeling, beyond the reach of material determinations or
ideological overdetermination; which is an appeal to what matters most to people. The
recurrent theme is an unexpected commonality that emerged during the analysis and
provides another principle of unity in the corpus.

If I were to summarize in one sentence the objective of this dissertation, it is to
describe the comrﬁitments and labilities of a set of discursive operators that address the
issue of how people live and what matters most; to show how and why these operators
overpower and displace the very phenomena tﬁat they claim to study; and to draw from
current research some suggestions for how to contend with the effects of discursive
operators and go on.

To foreshadow the results of my analysis somewhat, I find a consistent pattern of
displacement and deferral that appears in attempts to analyze the dimension of
“mattering” .that is not a sectorial problem conﬁned to a certain perspective, but rather is
a regularity in all of the formations that are analyzed. Seeking to locate themselves “in
the true” of the discipline, researchers tend to re-frame these specific phenomena in terms
of abstract personnages antipathiques or powerful discursive operators. Our analytic
concepts become liabilities when they lead us to reproduce general theoretical positions
rather than helping us to construct analyses of specific practices and social relations. The
more abstract the level of analysis chosen, the more the theoretical imagery tends to
overdetermine the results of the research. If not managed with care, discursive operators
can work against the necessary process of elaboration and specification that help us to

engage with contexts of research with more precision and analytical acuity.



The dissertation is organized around a series of conceptual and conjunctural
analyses that serve as the basis of a diagnostic interpretation of a discursive field. In the
first chapter I look at how the operator of emotion works within a perspective that
condenses elements of symbolic interactionism and phenomenology. The latter influence
surfaces in response to the question of mattering. Emotion is argued to “reveal the inner
meaning of actions to the person as they are felt and interpreted at the deep, ontological
level” (Denzin On Understanding 265). 1 undertake the detailed analysis of the
operations of a single discursive operator here, uncovering a number of significant
condensations. The operators borrowed from interactionist theory are shown to assume
control of Denzin’s research, displacing his interest in emotion into a.reiteration of
interactionist assumptions about the nature of social conduct. When Denzin’s conceptual
framework is tested, a series of self-referential displacements among the abstract
operators is revealed. The answers to his most fundamental questions about emotional
experience are shown to be generated internally, from the conceptual persona of
interactionism. [ treat these aporia as discursive regularities, traces of more general
discursive principles of exclusion and inclusion that [ will continue to construct across
the positions analyzed in subsequent chapters.

* In the second chap';er I trace out variations in the concept of the structure of
feeling, and relate them to successive formations in the field of cultural studies that
struggle with the problem of value, or “feeling.” The questions raised include how to read
what matters most to people, and how to reconcile individual concerns with collective
sensibilities. The emphasis in this chapter is more on conjunctural change, as the operator

is followed from its origin in Williams’s literary humanism to its radical reconstruction in



Grossberg’s postmodern conjuncturalism, ending in the later Barthes’s idiosyncratic
bridging of phenomenology and structuralism. The concept is analyzed here as the trace
of changing practices of research, intersecting a number of events in the theoretical and
political conjuncture that are partial determinations of its continual reconstruction. My
choice of Barthes might surprise some, since the trajectory otherwise follows a well-
known line of influence from early cultural studies at the Center for Contemporary
Cultural Studies in Birmingham to a later exponent like Grossberg. My analysis does not
interpret the activity of a “school” of research, or some other sociological designation,
but rather the logics of conceptual development, the development of discursive
formations. Barthes’s attempt to forge a dialectical synthesis across established discursive
limits represents a further elaboration in this particular trajectory that has been influential
in the wider domain of criticism. The continuing use of the concept of the structure of
feeling in its original (humanist) form attests to the fragmentary space-time of the
discursive field, emphasizing that there is no singular movement in which the concept is
discarded when a later epistemological régime assumes dominance, as Kuhnian models
of paradigmatic change would suggest.

In the third chapter I look at the claims made for ethnography in critical research
into reception and subcultural activity. Ethnography has become the method of choice in
cultural studies over the last decade, and has made inroads into qualitative research in
communication studies. In the trajectory that I trace out, I find that despite the strong
claims to realism that are made on behalf of the method, there is a consistent
displacement of the ethnographic perspective by a powerful discursive operator,

resistance, or “the everyday.” The various members of subcultures and audiences that



populate these accounts are assimilated to a personnage of the agent, actively resisting
domination and oppression. Resistance is so powerful a discursive operator that it works
as a principle of exclusion, evacuating contradictory evidence and overdetermining the
goals of research, producing a series of accounts that celebrate audience activity. The
potential of ethnography to confront us with the limit-less contexts of research made
accessible in moments of empirical' research is deferred, if not completely disabled by the
work of powerful operators.

In the fourth chapter, I look at the analytic concept of discursive practice in the
context of feminist and post-colonial theorizations of identity, agency and power. | was
drawn to this site in order to question the adequacy of discourse and practice-based
theories of social life to account for specific forms of human sociality. [ found much to
criticize, however I also found a more analytically trenchant framework with which to
approach problems of agency and power than the binary opposition of domination and
resistance uncovered in the previous chapter. Critical researchers tend to produce identity
as an object of knowledge within a problematic that articulates identity and agency to
produce accounts of social action. An anti-essentialist formation in feminist theory has
effectively critiqued this condensation and elaborated an alternative. With their more
complex model of positive and capillary forms of power, it is possible to pose the
question of whether, and how, identity might be articulated with other determinations of
social change in particular circumstances. Identities no longer guarantee the effects of
practices taken in their name. [ explore the work of this model in a number of examples
drawn from post-colonial and post-modernist social theory. However, my initial

misgivings about discursive practice as an analytic concept are specified and elaborated
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in my engagement with the corpus. For reasons that I discuss at further length, discursive.
practice may not be the best way to conceptualize and describe more complex forms of
sociality.

In the concluding chapter, I discuss a number of regularities that have appeared
across the sites of discursive analysis. I offer an interpretation of the relations of
power/knowledge that operate though the mediations of these discursive operators.
Briefly, my interpretation is that our discursive operators constitute a key level of
mediation, acting as principles of exclusion and inclusion that regulate the phenomena
that are inducted into epistemological régimés. To the extent that they support theoretical
abstractions in lieu of more specific engagements with events in the context, these
regularities are liabilities for our research. I argue that they are traces of a structuring
problem at the core of the critical sub-disciplines, a problem that derives from the tension
between divergent impulses of social analysis and social evaluation in the critical project.
My interpretation raises the final question of how we might avoid stepping so naively
into our discursive operators. Drawing a countervailing set of regularities from the
corpus, | describe a number of strategies that attempt to contend with the determinations
of powerful operators. In response to a postmodern conjuncturalist formation in cultural
studies that advocates a break with the concept of mediation, | recommend an analytical
model based on multiple levels of mediation.

These are the assumptions, commitments and principles of organization on which
the dissertation is based. Before embarking on the analysis, I should emphasize that it is
not my intention to formulate a methodology in any ordinary sense; nor do I propose a

theory of “mattering” and its personnages that would allow their inclusion within a given



epistemological régime. There are certainly arguments and examples in the dissertation
that would be helpful to these projects, but they are not the project that I propose here. I
must also insist that I make no claim to the exhaustiveness of my analyses. [ have
attempted to map out a number of what I consider to be the most revealing trajectories
through current literatures but, as always, they must exclude far more than they can ever
include. My corpus is a strategic one, selected for the purposes of this particular project
of analysis and interpretation. My interpretations are based on very close readings of

contemporary literatures and operators, but another reader might easily come to different

conclusions.
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ENDNOTES
''See Cecil.
? See Deleuze “A quoi reconnait-on le structuralisme?
¥ See Baudrillard, ch. 3.
* The concept is drawn from Bachelard; the practice of analysis is inspired by
Canguilhem’s essay “What is Psychology.” For a concise account of the social and
intellectual affiliations in the formation, and their relation to Foucault, see Gutting.
> The conception of genealogical analysis used here is inspired by Foucault’s practice
rather than drawn from any explicit methodological sources in his work. Certain

analytical concepts that appear in The Archaeology of Knowledge will be used. For a

general theoretical account of discourse, see L’Ordre du Discours. For a rare discussion

of methodology grounded in contemporary concerns, see the interview with Foucault in

“Réponse a une question.”



CHAPTER 1: COMMUNICATION, SOCIAL INTERACTION AND EMOTION

In this chapter I analyze how an influential formation in the discipline of
communication studies constructs a relatively novel object of study, emotion. I enter the
area through the work of social theorist, methodologist and ethnographer Norman
Denzin. He is one of the rare communication scholars who takes an interest in emotion.'
His theoretical work draws on discourses associated with symbolic interactionism and
Schutzian phenomenology. These are generally considered to eschew abstract theoretical
issues and functionalist modes of explanation for more detailed, situationally specific
approaches. I shall be obliged to qualify this general characterization, to the extent that I
will be discussing the quite abstract theoretical assumptions that inform interactionist
research. To this end, both Denzin's theoretical and ethnographic work will be
considered.

The goal of my analysis is to describe a system of regularities that order and
provide the principles of inclusion and exclusion that determine what it is about emotion
that is captured or pulled into the discursive formation of symbolic interactionism. |
center my analysis around the work of discursive operators that perform the necessary
functions of interactionism as an epistemological régime. An obvious example, operating
at the level of the disciplinary formation, is the distinction created by the notion of
symbolié interactionism. In the discursive field that encompasses the qualitative
sociological approaches, the domain of human practice is frequently partitioned into the
symbolic and the non-symbolic as a means to limit and define the scope of properly
“social” inquiry by separating the meaningful from the merely behavioral. On the basis of

the partition, emotion may be relegated either to the non-symbolic exterior as a biological
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or physiological phenomenon, or foregrounded as ‘part of the interior, a meaningful aspect
of social life and part of the object domain of qualitative sociology. Since the concern of
this formation is often described as “how men and women attribute meaning to things in
their lives,” that which is considered exterior to the domain of social meaning is excluded
from the discipline’s object domain by definition.

We might say that the inclusion of emotion in the régime of qualitative sociology
occurs through the selective exclusion of the non-symbolic. What the qualitative
sociologist invariably finds in emotion is a social process in which emotions and selves
take on meanings within social interaction, meaning that defines the role of the self in
relation to the role played by the other, as communicated in the display of emotion within
consensually defined situations. This holds equally true for the discourse of symbolic
interactionism as for the many forms of social constructionism that have begun to
permeate considerations of emotion in the discipline of psychology.

There is clearly an epistemological problem posed by the way that discursive
régimes construct their objects of inquiry and thus tend to project and confirm the ;/alidity
of their basic assumptions in their research. The problems of hermeneutic circularity have
not been addressed with equal success (if at all) across the qualitative perspectives. There
is also an undeniably political dimension hidden within the operations of
conceptualization and problematization where the discursive selection and elimination
occurs. My ultimate goal is to begin to analyze the questions of power and knowledge
that operate through that system itself. Emotion, as reconstructed within symbolic

interactionism, shows an epistemological régime to us, and it allows us to trace out some



of its boundaries, and to point to characteristic regularities in the work of discursive

operators.

Emotion as an object of interpretation
The best place to look at the utility of an analytical concept is in its application,
not in its formal specification. Although Denzin wrote a monograph on the topic of
emotion, our way into his work is through his ethnography of alcoholism and recovery

movements, The Alcoholic Society. It is primarily interactionist, and methodologically it

is committed to participant observation. The analytical approach works towards an ““ideal
typical” and yet “brocessual” account of “alcoholic expefience, seeking to find the
universal or generic structures of recovery” (Denzin Alcoholic 11). Emotion is an
important analytic category in Denzin’s discussion of alcoholism.

Emotion is used in a number of ways in this work. The most straightforward use
of the concept appears in naive moments of ethnographic interpretation. Denzin observes
evidence of ressentiment, pride, anger, fear, and emotional violence in interactions
among alcoholics and their “others,” and presents them as generic features of alcoholic
experience. Inevitably, pre-theoretical assumptions about the nature of emotion and
emotional experience are at work whenever a common-sense observation is made.
Alcoholics are seen “in the grip of” emotion; alcoholic experience is characterized by a
dysfunction of “normal emotionality” (Denzin Alcoholic 5). These common-sense
understandings of emotion form a partial and intractable set of determinations that
condition the specialized conceptualizations of emotion that Denzin builds in this and
- other works. The arguments that he develops about emotion and its social effects never

stray too far from “lay theories™ of emotion and the nature of human being.

20











































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































