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1 Introduction

I wish to defendtwo claimsin this paper. My first claim hastwo parts. First, I
arguethatthereis aphysicalandsocialworld out therewhichexistsin away that
is independentof how we, as observers, representit. In this sense,thereis an
objective reality. Following JohnSearle,I call this theclaim of externalrealism.
Note that this is an ontologicalclaim. It saysnothingaboutwhetherwe know
anything aboutthis objective reality, or how we might get to know it, or whether
therecanbemultiple accountsof this reality. It just statesthatthereis a way that
theworld is, which is independentof our representationsof it.

Thesecondpartof my first claim is a versionof thecorrespondencetheoryof
truth: a belief is true if andonly if it accuratelydescribestheexternalworld. To
usea form of wordsof SusanHaack,if you claim that the world is thusandso.
Your claim is true if the world is indeedthusandso. Furthermore,what makes
this claim true is not that we, or someonewith power, agreethat it is true. The
claim is truejust becausetheworld is thusandso.And it wouldstill betrueeven
if nobodybelievesit.

My secondclaim concernsthegeneralmethodswe useto gainunderstanding
of theexternalreality. I arguethat in orderto advanceour knowledgeof theex-
ternalreality, andindeedto have any intelligible thoughtsat all, we mustadhere
to someobjective principlesof reasoning.Thecontentof rationalinquiry is not
thesameacrossall domainsof thoughts.For example,in logic andmathematics,
themethodfor rationalinquiry is relatively austere,definedby thebasicrulesof
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consistency, modusponens,modustollens,andsoforth. In science,ethics,prac-
tical reasoningandotherdomains,thetoolkit for rationalinquiry is muchricher,
involving many inductive anddeductive procedures.However, the definingfea-
tureof rationalinquiry in all domainsis its universality. To haveareasonto make
any claimor to holdany belief is to havea justificationwhich is valid, not just for
me,but for all thosewhoarepreparedto considertheevidence.This justification
cannotbelocal,or relative to aspecificcultureor linguistic community.

Postmodernists(who sometimescalled themselvesneo-pragmatists),decon-
structionistsand thosewho claim that everything is socially constructed,reject
thesetwo claims.Herearesometypicalpostmoderniststatements.

InsofarasTruthdoesnotresidein correspondenceto realitybut in cer-
tain local practicesof writing, it is sometimesarguedthat the“word
is the world” or that texts, broadly understood,are all therereally
is. This is becausethe “real” is broughtinto beingonly throughin-
scriptions,that is, throughimages,language,and writing. In DE-
CONSTRUCTION, the TEXT can no longer be comparedwith an
externalphysicalor socialreality, because“beyondthetext thereare
only moretextsandtracesof texts”. Signspointatothersignsthatno
longerseemto pointatanindependentreality (FuchsandWard1994:
483).

Realisticrepresentationsbecometruedescriptionsnot by correspon-
denceto noumenalobjects,but by conformity to orthodoxpractices
of writing andreading(Brown 1994:229).

Our knowledgeof truth is not basedon someextralinguistic ratio-
nality, becauserationality itself is demystifiedandreconstitutedasa
historicalconstructionanddeploymentby humanrhetors.Logic and
reasonarebroughtdown from their absolute,preexistentheightsinto
thecreative,contextualwebof historyandaction(Brown 1994:231).

Suchclaimshave receivedsomephilosophicalsupport.RichardRorty, for exam-
ple, maintainsthat, ‘I do not have muchusefor notionslike . . . “objective truth”
. . . [The] pragmatistview [is] of rationalityascivility , . . . [as] respectfor theopin-
ions of thosearoundone, . . .of “true” asa word which appliesto thosebeliefs
uponwhichwecanagree’(quotedin Haack1998:32). Healsomaintainsthat,

It is . . .moredifficult thanit usedto beto locatea reallife metaphys-
ical prigs. [But] you canstill find [philosophers]who will solemnly
tell you thatthey areseekingthe truth, not justastoryor aconsensus
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but anhonest-to-God,down-home,accuraterepresentationof theway
theworld is (Rorty1991:86,quotedin Haack1998:18).

[T]here are . . . two sensesapieceof “true” and “real” and “correct
representationof reality” . . . thehomelyuseof “true” to meanroughly
“what you can defendagainstall comers”. . . [and] the specifically
philosophicalsenseof “good” and“true” which,liketheIdeasof Pure
Reason,aredesignedpreciselyto standfor theUnconditioned(Rorty
1980:308–309).

I shall arguethat thereare,well, compellingreasonsnot to acceptthe postmod-
ernistpositions.1 But first let medealwith two preliminaries.

First, theissueof postmodernismcutsacrossotherdebatesin Sociology, such
asthatbetweenquantitativeandqualitativemethods.Irrespectiveof whetheryou
area quantitative researcher, an ethnographer, a historicalsociologist,or even a
‘theorist’,2 I wouldarguethatyoushouldnotbeapostmodernist.3

Secondly, theissueof postmodernismalsogoesbeyondwhathasbeencalled
thesciencewar—thedebateon thestatusof scienceandscientificknowledge.It
carriesimplicationfor ethics,legal philosophyandotherevaluativedomainstoo.
For instance,is it truethatall our deepestconvictionsaboutwhatis right, whatis
just,whatis evil or beautiful. . . justsomethingwehappento believein, whichcan
bejustifiedonly within our own communityor culture,andwhich carryno wider
validity? On suchissues,I believe thatwholesalesubjectivism is untenable.But
theseissuesaremorecomplex, andI will only point to theexcellentdiscussionby
Dworkin (1996)without actuallydiscussingthemin this paper(seealsoSinger
1993,chap.1).

Themainpartof this paperis structuredasfollows. In section2, I presenta
defenseof externalrealism. The main challengeto externalrealismis the argu-
mentof conceptualrelativity. I shalloutlinethisargumentin general,anddescribe
anempiricalvariantof thisview—thelinguisticdeterminismof EdwardSapirand
BenjaminWhorf. I shall arguethat the Sapir-Whorf thesishasbeendiscredited

1The argumentsI presentbelow arenot my own. Sections2 and3 areessentiallysimplistic
summariesof Searle(1995)andNagel (1997)respectively. I alsodraw on the works of Haack
(1998)andPinker (1994).

2Theorist,that is, of the curioustype who, asGoldthorpe(2000: 2–11)observes,take it as
their primary task the mereelaborationof conceptsrather than the explanationof established
socialregularities.

3SeeGellner(1992)for a criticism of postmodernismby ananthropologist,andHammersley
(1999)for oneby anethnographer.

3



empirically, andthatthemoregeneralphilosophicalargumentof conceptualrela-
tivity, asarticulatedby Hilary Putnam,canbemetwithin externalrealism.I will
not saymuchaboutthe correspondencetheoryof truth. I believe onceexternal
realismis accepted,thenotionof ‘truth asconsensus’or ‘truth asagreement’be-
comesquiteclearlyuntenable.Mostof my discussionsin section2 aresummaries
of JohnSearle’s work. In constructingmy defenseof the objective authorityof
rationality, I turn to ThomasNagel’sargumentwithin section3.

2 External Realism

As JohnSearle(1999)pointsout, thebelief in theexistenceof anexternalworld
is a commonsense,default positionfor mostpeople. Commonsensepositions
often turn out to be incoherentandindefensibleuponreflection,but they arenot
alwaysso. Is thereany goodreasonto doubttheexistenceof anexternalreality?
Perhapsthe mostpowerful argumentagainstexternalrealismis the ideaof con-
ceptualrelativity.

Roughlytheargumentrunsasfollows: Any view of theworld is inevitably a
view from a particularvantagepoint. Nothing dropsout of the sky with a label
‘this is a pieceof rock’ or ‘this is a cat’ or whatever attachedto it. Whenwe
observe theworld, it is inevitablethatwedosofrom within aconceptualscheme,
which classifiestheworld for us. We maynot beconsciouslyawareof thecon-
ceptualschemethatwe use,but it is therein thebackground,structuringthevery
actof observation,andgiving shapeto the ‘kaleidoscopicflux of impression’(to
usean expressionof BenjaminWhorf) that the world presentsto us. Reality is
thereforerelative to conceptualschemes.Furthermore,sinceconceptualschemes
arehumancreations,they arearbitraryandhistoricallycontingent:Whatcounts
asrealin oneculturemaynotbesoin another.

An importantempiricalvariantof theconceptualrelativity argumentis thethe-
sisof linguistic determinismof EdwardSapirandBenjaminWhorf. They argue
that the categoriesof our native languagedeterminehow we think andwhat we
see.Considertheexampleof colours.Thereis no disputethat ‘languagesdiffer
in their inventoryof colorwords.Latin lacksgeneric“gray” and“brown”; Navajo
collapsesblueandgreeninto oneword; Russianhasdistinctwordsfor darkblue
andsky blue . . . ’ (Pinker 1994: 62). If languagedoesdeterminehow we think,
peoplewhospeakdifferentlanguageswouldactuallyseedifferentcolours,at least
in thesensethatmembersof somelinguistic communitieswouldbeableto make
finer distinctionsamonghuesin certainregionof thecolourspectrum.
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Whorf hasalsodoneresearchinto native Americanlanguages.In his study
of the Hopi, he writes that the Hopi languagecontains‘no words,grammatical
forms,constructionsor expressionsthat referdirectly to whatwe call “time”, or
to past,present,or future,or to enduringor lasting. . . ’ (Whorf 1956: 57). Cor-
respondingto this linguistic differenceis a differencein metaphysics.He argues
thatit is ‘gratuitousto assumethataHopi whoknowsonly theHopi languageand
the cultural ideasof his own societyhasthe samenotions. . .of time andspace
thatwe have,andthataregenerallyassumedto beuniversal.In particular, hehas
no generalnotionor intuition of TIME asa smoothflowing continuumin which
everything in the universeproceedsat an equalrate,out of a future, througha
present,into apast’(Whorf 1956:57).

Whatareweto makeof linguisticdeterminism?Thevery limited work I have
readin thisareasuggeststhattheSapir-Whorf hypothesishasbeenempiricallyre-
futed.Summarisingmorethanthreedecadesof researchinto languageandcolour,
StevenPinker (1994:62)writesthat,

[H]umansthe world over (andbabiesandmonkeys, for that matter)
color their perceptualworlds using the samepalette. . . fire-engine
reds,grassgreens,lemonyellows. Speakersof different languages
unanimouslypick theseshadesas the bestexamplesof their color
words,aslong asthe languagehasa color word in thatgeneralpart
of thespectrum.And wherelanguagesdo differ in their color words,
they differpredictably. . . If alanguagehasonly two colorwords,they
arefor blackandwhite . . . If it hasthree,they arefor black,whiteand
red;if four, black,white, red,andeitheryellow or green.Five[,] adds
in bothyellow andgreen;six, blue; seven,brown; morethanseven,
purple,pink, orange,or gray.

Suchcross-culturalcommonality, Pinkerpointsout,is dueto thephysiologyof the
humaneye. We have in our eyesthreetypesof light receptorcellscalledcones,
eachof which containsa specificpigment,which in turnsmakestheneuronsre-
spondbestto oneof threetypesof colourcontrast:redagainstgreen,blueagainst
yellow, andblackagainstwhite. Pinker thengoeson to reportwhathecalls ‘the
clinchingexperiment’in colourperceptionresearch.

[It] wascarriedout in theNew Guineahighlandswith theGrandVal-
ley Dani, a peoplespeakingone of the black-and-whitelanguages
. . . the Dani werequicker at learninga new color category that was
basedon fire-enginered than a category basedon an off-red. The
wayweseecolorsdetermineshow we learnwordsfor them,notvice
versa.(Pinker1994:62–63)
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As for Whorf’sclaimontheHopi languageandmetaphysics,subsequentresearch
by Malotki, accordingto Pinker, hasshown thatWhorf hassimply got it wrong.
TheHopi languagedoescontain‘tense,metaphorsfor time,unitsof time. . .ways
to quantifyunitsof time,andwordslike“ancient”,“quick”, “long time”, and“fin-
ished”. Their culturekeepsrecordsof sophisticatedmethodsof dating,including
a horizon-basedsuncalendar, exact celemonialday sequences,knottedcalendar
strings,. . .No oneis really surehow Whorf cameup with his outlandishclaims,
but his limited, badlyanalyzedsampleof Hopi speechandhis long-timeleanings
towardmysticismmusthavecontributed’ (Pinker1994:63).

I am neithera cognitive scientistnor a linguist. So I have bowed to the au-
thoritiesin thefield. But of coursePinker, likeany authority, maywell bewrong.
And futureresearchmayleadto arevisionof ourassessmentof theSapir-Whorf’s
thesis. I am opento correction(moreon revisableresultsof rationalenquiryin
section3). But let us, for the time being,assumethat linguistic determinismhas
beenempiricallydiscredited.Evenif this is true,we still needa generalreply to
conceptualrelativity. The failureof a variantof this claim doesnot knockdown
theentiretheorecticalstructure.Now I turn to theargumentof JohnSearle.

Searleinvites us to considerthe following: a very large part of the universe
alreadyexistedbeforetherewereany humanbeings(or othersentientbeings).It
will exist in the sameway after the last humandies. In fact,muchof the world
would exist in exactly the sameway even if therehad never beenany human
beings. So why shouldwe believe that reality dependson how we representit?
Critics of externalrealism,suchasHilary Putnam,haspointedto problemslike
the following. Supposea small cornerof theuniverselooks like Figure1. How
many objectsarethere?If you subscribeto Carnap’s systemof arithmetic,then
therearethreephysicalobjects:A, B andC.However, if youadopttheconceptual
schemeof Lesniewski, thentherearesevenmereologicalobjects,namely:A, B,
C, A + B, A + C, B + C, andA + B + C. So,really, how many objectsarethere?
Theansweris ‘three’, or ‘seven’, or somethingelse,dependingon theconceptual
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schemethat you arbitrarily choose. Putnam’s point is that therearemany true
descriptionsof theworld. And whatis trueis only truein relationto aconceptual
scheme.

Is thisarealproblemfor externalrealism?No,asSearlepointsout,if youbear
in mind whatexternalrealismentails.Externalrealismsaysthat thereis a world
out therewhich is independentof our representation.It doesnot rule out thepos-
sibility that theworld canbedescribedin differentways,aslong astheaccount
underoneschemedoesnot contradicttheaccountunderanotherscheme.Susan
Haack(1998:159)put it thisway: ‘Thoughtherearedifferenttruedescriptionsof
Putnam’s imaginedsituation(“therearethreeregularphysicalobjects,” “thereare
sevenmereologicalobjects”),it doesn’t follow, andneitheris it true,thatthereis
noonetruedescription(“therearethreeregularphysicalobjects,but sevenmerel-
ogicalobjects”;or better“therearesevenmereologicalobjects,of which threeare
regularphysicalobjects”)’.

To reinforcethis point, supposeyou walk into my front room and seetwo
armchairsanda sofa. ‘Two armchairsanda sofa’ is a correctdescriptionof the
contentof my front room. But you canalsodescribewhat you seeasa suiteof
furniture. Sowe have two descriptionsof thesameroom. But is therea realcon-
tradictionhere?It is difficult to seeone.

Consideralsothefollowing argumentfrom Searle:Supposetherewasa tribe
of peoplewho livednearwhatwe call theHimalayas.This groupof peoplehave
their own language,andwithin that language,they have a peculiardefinition of
mountain. They have their own way of describingmountains,countingmoun-
tains, relatingmountainsto other things,andso on. This tribe cameandwent,
andin theirplace,cameasecondtribewhichspokeadifferentlanguage,andthey
have a differentconceptualschemerelatingto mountains.SotheHimalayashas
beenobservedanddescribedin quitedifferentways.Throughoutthesetwo peri-
odsof humanhabitation,whathappenedto theexistenceof theHimalayasandall
thefactsaboutit? Nothing.

Searleis quiteexplicit thathisdefenseof externalrealism,summarisedabove,
appliesonly to thephysicalworld. That is, it appliesto claimssuchasthat ‘each
watermoleculeis madeupof two hydrogenatomsandoneoxygenatom’. Canhis
defensebemodifiedto apply to thesocialworld (to claimssuchasthat ‘income
inequalityin Britain hasincreasedthroughoutthe1980s’)or to mentalstates(e.g.
‘on average,BritonsaremorescepticalabouttheEuropeanUnion thanareGer-
mans’)?I believe they do.
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Humanbeingsintervenein theworld. As a result,partsof theworld, suchas
the British Monarchy, the EuropeanUnion, marriageor money, would not have
existedif therehadnever beenany humanbeing. It is alsoobvious that if there
wereno humanbeing(or othersentinentbeing),therewould beno mentalstate.
So clearly the socialworld dependson our existence. However, I still maintain
that the socialworld is independentof how we, as observers, representit. The
sameis trueof mentalstates.

Considerthe following hypotheticalexample. An anthropologistpaida visit
to asociety, whereshecarefullyobservedandrecordedthelocal institutions,cus-
toms,beliefsandvalues.Thenshewentawayandwroteabookonthebasisof her
observationsandanalyses.Shortlyafterwardsanotheranthropologistcamealong
who, let us assume,remarkablydid not know aboutthe first anthropologistand
her book. He observed the samepeopleandsubsequentlywrote anotherbook.
Supposefurther that thetwo anthropologistshave cometo very differentconclu-
sionsaboutthe peoplethey studied. Say, onethoughtthat the societywasvery
patriarchalin somespecificandpertinentway, while theotherthoughtthatit was
not patriarchalat all.

How is this possible? Perhapsthe institutionsand beliefs in questionhave
changedbetweenthe two visits, thoughthis would be ratherunlikely. A more
plausibleexplanationis that oneanthropologisthasgot it right while the other
wasmistaken,or perhapsbothweremistakenaboutsomeaspectsof thephenom-
enathey studied. What is impossibleis that the two anthropologistswereboth
right, if their claimsweremutuallycontradictory. Thekey point hereis thatun-
derlyingall suchscenariosis anunavoidableassumption:that the institutionsof
this societyandthebelief prevalentin thatplacewerein a particularstate,which
did notdependon how any anthropologistthoughtaboutit. Without this assump-
tion, we might endup in the impossiblesituationwheremutually contradictory
claimsarebothtrue.

Of course,thesocialworld alsoreactsto observationsmadeaboutit. A crude
examplewould be that a rumour(foundedor not) aboutthe liquidity of a bank
may leadto a run on it and,asa result,bringsabouta liquidity problemto the
bank.But suchachainof events,if it did happen,is itself partof thesocialworld,
andthederivedfact‘rumour ledto abank-run’wouldthenbeindependentof how
we, as observers, representit. The samecanbe saidif therewasno run on the
bankdespitetherumour, or if therewasno rumourat all.

To avoid misunderstanding,I wouldstressagainthattheclaimof theexistence
of an externalsocial reality doesnot imply that we know anything aboutit. It
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doesnot even imply that this reality containsspecificsubstantive contentto be
understood.But having no specificsubstantivecontent,if that is indeedthecase,
would alsobea stateof thesocialreality which is independentof theobserver’s
representation.This last remarkis lessfanciful thanit might seemat first sight.
In fact, it hasbeendemonstratedalready. Considertheproblemof non-attitude.
Academics,governmentagencies,marketingcompanieshave long beenstudying
socialattitudes,political preferences,andpublic opinionsof all sorts.Typically,
questionsare put to a sampleof respondents,who will then choosean answer
from, say, a list of categorieson a Likert scale. The naive assumptionof many
of suchstudiesis that the frequency distribution of the responsesthussolicited
representshow opinionson that issueare distributed in that society. Converse
(1964,1970)hasshown thatoftena large proportionof the respondentsin such
studies,despitebeingperfectlycooperative, may have no real opinion over the
issuein question.This occurswhenthe respondentshave not thoughtaboutthe
issue,or if they have, not in termsof thecategoriesin which thequestionswere
put.4

3 Objective Rationality

My argumentin this sectionis a summaryof Nagel(1997).Nagelpointsout that
we needto distinguishcriticismsof specificexamplesof reasoningfrom general
challengesto theobjectivity of rationalityitself.

When we engagein reasoningof any type—in science,in ethics,or at the
everydaypractical level—it is easyto make mistakes. Theremay be a gap in
our logical deduction.Our attentionmay lapsefor a split secondwhilst we are
carryingout a moderatelycomplex arithmeticcalculation.We maydraw a false
analogybetweencaseswhich really aredifferent,or fail to considera possibility
that is not ruled out by the evidence. It is very commonto subjectour own or
otherpeople’s reasoningto criticism of this sort. In fact,this processof criticism
or self-criticismis indispensibleto scienceandto all scholarlystudies.But criti-
cismof this typedoesnotquestiontheobjectivity of reason.Quitethecontrary, it
reliesuponan objective, unconditionedrationality, becauseany mistakesidenti-
fied throughsucha processaremistakes,not just for me,but areuniversal,in the
sensethatanyonelooking over my shouldershouldbeableto arrive at thesame
conclusion.Suchcriticismsareinternalto rationalinquiry, soto speak.

4Methodologicalandtheoreticaladvanceshave beenmadein relationto thestudyof attitudes
andnon-attitudes,seeDuncan,StenbeckandBrody 1988,Brooks1994.
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Wecanalsocriticiseparticularexamplesof reasoningexternally. Consider, for
example,therecentlegal caseinvolving David Irving. In this case,thepresiding
judge Mr JusticeGray rules that ‘Irving had falsified history in order to exon-
erateHitler, [becausehe was] driven by his anti-semitismandpro-Naziviews’
(The Guardian,6 May 2000). This is a psychologicalexplanation. In offering
his judgement,Gray presentsan externalview of Irving andhis argument. He
tracesthesourceof Irving’s mistakesnot to thestructureof his argument,but to
his political views which thereis no reasonto accept.I amnot sureabouttheex-
actnatureof theaccusationmadeagainstIrving. Perhapsit is oneof intellectual
dishonesty, but thereis alsoa hint of self-delusionor perhapsrationalisation.In
any case,criticism of this typestill doesnot challengethe objectivity of reason.
In fact,Gray’s point is thatany reasonablepersonwho looksat thehistoricalevi-
dencesavailableto Irving wouldcometo aconclusionverydifferentfrom his.

Criticism againstparticularexamplesof reasoningarecommonplaceandin-
dispensiblein scienceandin everydaylives. But if we try to considerthe pos-
sibility that nothing carriesobjective authority, thentheargumentwill necessar-
ily breakdown. This is becausewholesalerelativism is self-refuting. As Nagel
(1997:15) remarks:

[T]he claim“everythingis subjective” mustbenonsense,for it would
itself have to be either subjective or objective. But it can’t be ob-
jective, sincein that caseit would be falseif true. And it can’t be
subjective, becausethen it would not rule out any objective claim,
includingtheclaim thatit is objectively false.

To put this point differently, postmodernistsclaim thatreasonitself is historically
contingent,that it hasno universal,objective authority. This is a very strong
claim, andstrongclaimsrequirepowerful argumentsto backthemup. But how
dowedevelopany argumentexceptby reasoning?If postmodernistsareright, we
will have no capacityto do so. Any challengeto reasonmustemploy reason;it
presupposestheauthorityof reason.In otherwords,thegeneralchallengeto the
objectiveauthorityof reasonis simply unintelligible.

Theupshot,asNagelput it, is that therearesomethoughtswhich we simply
cannotgetoutsideof. To claim thatsomethingis local, relative,perspectival, we
needto locateit in a non-relative, objective framework. Furthermore,to accept
theobjectiveauthorityof reasonis not beinguncritical,becauseall critical faculty
presupposessuchanauthority. In fact,eventhesolipsist,whodoubtstheexistence
of everythingexcepthis own mind, acceptsthe authorityof reason.To seethis,
considerthesolipsist’s worry: whatevidenceabouttheexternalworld do I have
exceptmy sensoryexperienceaboutthem? SinceI have no direct, unmediated
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evidenceof theexternalworld, all my experienceis consistentwith thepossibility
thatthereis nothingbut my own mind, thatall my experienceis just a very com-
plex dream.

It shouldbe clear that even suchan extremely scepticalposition relies on
the authority of reason. Reasonis the regulative mechanismof all intelligible
thoughts.We askourselves: of all the impressionsthat we have, whataremere
appearancesandwhatarereal.To answerthisquestion,wefirst identify rationally
all the logical possiblities.Thenwe criticise thesepossibilities,with the aim of
ruling out asmany competingaccountsaspossible.This is a progressively de-
structiveprocess,until we getto thepoint wherereasoncannothelpusfurtherto
tell betweenthealternatives(perhapsbecauseof thelimited informationcurrently
availableto us,or perhapsbecausesomethingis simply indeterminate).In terms
of thestructureof thought,this is nodifferentfrom thesolipsist’s.

This is Nagel’s generalreply to thepostmodernistclaim thatreasonis histor-
ically contingentandhasno universalobjective authority. But Nagelalsopoints
out thatwhentherationalbasisof any specificbelief is challenged,repeatingthe
generalreply will not do. The responsemust be piecemealandspecific. This
is because,aswe have seen,we couldhave mademistakesduringany reasoning
process.Argumentswhicharethoughtto berobustmaybeshown to beperspecti-
val in thefuture. In otherwords,while theobjective,universalauthorityof reason
cannotbechallenged,theresultsof any particularinstanceof reasoningareclearly
revisable.However, theprocessof revision hasto bedisciplinedby theauthority
of reason.

4 Closing remarks

In this paper, I have tried to defendtwo claims rejectedby postmodernists—
external realismandthe objective authorityof reason.If my defensestandsup
to challenge,asI believe it does,thenwe shouldnot be postmodernists.In this
closing section,let me speculatea little on why postmodernismseemsto have
suchan appealto sociologists.I think this is becauseof certainmisunderstand-
ingsof whatpostmdernismentails,or equivalentlywhatfollowsfrom therational-
ist, externalrealistposition.I will commentontwo of themisunderstandingshere.

As their protagonistsare keento point out, the postmodernistposition has
political implications.Fromthepostmodernistpoint of view, not only do reason
andsciencehave no specialepistemologicalstatus,they arejust politics. Thus,
Seidman(1994:124–127)arguesthat,
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Oncetheveil of epistemicprivilege is torn away by postmodernists,
scienceappearsasa socialforceenmeshedin particularculturaland
powerstruggles.Theclaimto truth,asFoucaulthasproposed,is inex-
tricably anactof power . . . Insteadof askingwhatis thenatureof re-
ality or knowledgein thefaceof conflictingconceptualstrategies. . . I
suggestwe evaluateconflictingperspectivesby askingwhataretheir
intellectual,social,moral,andpolitical consequences. . .Postmodern
justificationsshift thedebatefrom thatof Truthandabstractrational-
ity to thatof socialandintellectualconsequences.

I believepartof postmodernism’sappealis that it seemsto offer a critical, politi-
cally engagedpositionto many issues.My reply to Seidmanis asfollows. If there
is indeedanexternalreality andthat rationalitydoeshave anobjective authority,
thenof coursewe cannotturn away from seekingthe truth. Furthermore,while
it is true that thereareoften legitimateconcernsaboutthe relationshipbetween
truth claims andpower, suchconcernsneednot be raisedwithin the postmod-
ernist framework. We simply do not have to be postmodernistsin order to ask
questionssuchas‘who fundsthis research?’.At thesametime, it mustberecog-
nisedthat pointing to the financial links, or connectionsof any type, betweena
pieceof researchand,say, apolitical partyor anindustry, is not thesamethingas
refuting it. The truth or falsity of any claim hasto be establishedindependently
andsolely on the basesof the meritsof the argumentandthe quality of the ev-
idence.Furthermore,asI have arguedabove, scepticismhasto be basedon the
objectiveauthorityof reason.Without sucha basis,therecannotbeany intelligi-
ble critical enquiries.

I think a secondsourceof the postmodernistappealis that it seemsto be so
moderateandaccomodating—differentviewsareequallyvalid andthereis noob-
jectivestandardonecanappealto,asif by reflex, to weighandjudgethedivergent
views. By contrast,it seemssoarrogantandsimplistic to claim that thereis ex-
ternalworld which existsindependentlyof how we might representit. In relation
to this concern,I canonly repeatthat the claim of an external reality doesnot
imply thatwe know anything aboutit. I maybe labouringanobviouspoint, but
perhapsit is alsoworth pointingout that this claim doesnot imply the reality is
simple,or black-and-white.If the reality is complex, anddifferentpartiesto the
samesocialsituationshavedifferentaccountsof whatis goingon, thenthis is the
externalreality.

It is verycommonto readabouttheneedto allow for diverseepistemological
positionsandphilosophicalfoundationsin Sociology. This is no doubtessential.
But it is alsoimportantto subjectall suchpositionsto critical scrutiny. I believe
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the postmdoernistpositionis onewithout a coherentanddefensiblefoundation.
Sociologistsof all typesshouldnotbepostmodernists.
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