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1 Introduction

| wish to defendtwo claimsin this paper My first claim hastwo parts. First, |
arguethatthereis a physicalandsocialworld outtherewhich existsin away that
is independentf how we, as observers, represenit. In this sensethereis an
objectve reality. Following JohnSearle| call this the claim of externalrealism.
Note that this is an ontologicalclaim. It saysnothingaboutwhetherwe know
anything aboutthis objectve reality, or how we might getto know it, or whether
therecanbe multiple accountsof this reality. It just stateghatthereis away that
theworld is, whichis independentf our representationsf it.

Thesecondpartof my first claimis a versionof the correspondenceneoryof
truth: a beliefis trueif andonly if it accuratelydescribeshe externalworld. To
usea form of wordsof SusanHaack,if you claim thatthe world is thusandso.
Your claimis true if theworld is indeedthusandso. Furthermorewhat makes
this claim true is not that we, or someonewith power, agreethatit is true. The
claimis truejust because¢heworld is thusandso. And it would still betrueeven
if nobodybelievesit.

My secondclaim concernghe generaimethodswve useto gainunderstanding
of the externalreality. | arguethatin orderto advanceour knowledgeof the ex-
ternalreality, andindeedto have ary intelligible thoughtsat all, we mustadhere
to someobjectie principlesof reasoning.The contentof rationalinquiry is not
the sameacrossall domainsof thoughts.For example,in logic andmathematics,
the methodfor rationalinquiry is relatvely austeredefinedby the basicrulesof

*Draft only. Commentssery welcome but pleasedo not cite or quote.| wish to thankJames
Morrow for comments.



consisteng, modusponensmodustollens,andsoforth. In sciencegthics,prac-
tical reasoningandotherdomainsthetoolkit for rationalinquiry is muchricher,
involving mary inductive and deductve procedures.However, the definingfea-
tureof rationalinquiry in all domaings its universality To have areasorto make
ary claimor to hold any beliefis to have ajustificationwhichis valid, notjust for
me, but for all thosewho arepreparedo considerthe evidence.This justification
cannotbelocal, or relative to a specificcultureor linguisticcommunity

Postmodernist$who sometimescalled themseles neo-pragmatists)lecon-
structionistsand thosewho claim that everythingis socially constructedyeject
thesetwo claims.Herearesometypical postmodernisstatements.

InsofarasTruthdoesnotresidein correspondend® reality butin cer
tain local practicesof writing, it is sometimesarguedthatthe “word
is the world” or that texts, broadly understoodare all therereally
is. Thisis becausehe “real” is broughtinto beingonly throughin-
scriptions, that is, throughimages,language,and writing. In DE-
CONSTRJCTION, the TEXT canno longer be comparedwith an
externalphysicalor socialreality, becausébeyondthetext thereare
only moretexts andtracesof texts”. Signspointatothersignsthatno
longerseemo pointatanindependenteality (FuchsandWard1994:
483).

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

Our knowledgeof truth is not basedon someextralinguistic ratio-
nality, becauseationality itself is demystifiedandreconstitutecasa
historicalconstructioranddeploymentby humanrhetors.Logic and
reasomarebroughtdown from their absolute preeistentheightsinto
thecreatve, contextual webof historyandaction(Brown 1994:231).

Suchclaimshave receved somephilosophicakupport.RichardRorty, for exam-
ple, maintainsthat,‘l do not have muchusefor notionslike ... “objective truth”
...[The] pragmatiswiew [is] of rationalityascivility, ...[as] respecfor theopin-
ions of thosearoundone, ... of “true” asa word which appliesto thosebeliefs
uponwhichwe canagree’(quotedin Haack1998: 32). He alsomaintainghat,

It is...moredifficult thanit usedto beto locateareallife metaphys-
ical prigs. [But] you canstill find [philosopherswvho will solemnly
tell youthatthey areseekinghe truth, notjusta storyor aconsensus
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but anhonest-to-Godjown-home accurateepresentationf theway
theworld is (Rorty 1991:86, quotedin Haack1998:18).

[T]here are...two sensesapieceof “true” and “real” and “correct
representatioof reality” . .. thehomelyuseof “true” to meanroughly
“what you can defendagainstall comers”...[and] the specifically
philosophicakensef “good” and“true” which, liketheldeasof Pure
Reasonaredesignegreciselyto standfor the Unconditioned Rorty
1980:308-309).

| shallaguethatthereare,well, compellingreasonshot to acceptthe postmod-
ernistpositions? But first let me dealwith two preliminaries.

First, theissueof postmodernisncutsacrossotherdebatesn Sociology such
asthatbetweemuantitatve andqualitatve methods Irrespectve of whetheryou
area quantitatve researcheran ethnographera historical sociologist,or evena
‘theorist’,? | would arguethatyou shouldnot be a postmodernist.

Secondlytheissueof postmodernisnalsogoesbeyondwhathasbeencalled
the sciencewar—the debateon the statusof scienceandscientificknowledge. It
carriesimplicationfor ethics,legal philosophyandotherevaluatve domainstoo.
For instancejs it truethatall our deepestorvictionsaboutwhatis right, whatis
just,whatis evil or beautiful. .. justsomethingve happerto believein, whichcan
bejustified only within our own communityor culture,andwhich carrynowider
validity? On suchissues] believe thatwholesalesubjectvism is untenable But
thesassuesaremorecomple, andl will only pointto theexcellentdiscussiorby
Dworkin (1996) without actually discussinghemin this paper(seealso Singer
1993,chap.1).

The main partof this paperis structuredasfollows. In section2, | presenta
defenseof externalrealism. The main challengeto externalrealismis the argu-
mentof conceptuatelatiity. | shalloutlinethisargumentn generalanddescribe
anempiricalvariantof this view—thelinguistic determinisnmof Edward Sapirand
BenjaminWhorf. | shall aguethatthe SapirWhorf thesishasbeendiscredited

1Theamguments presentbelon arenot my own. Sections2 and 3 are essentiallysimplistic
summarieof Searle(1995)andNagel (1997) respectiely. | alsodraw on the works of Haack
(1998)andPinker (1994).

2Theorist,thatis, of the curioustype who, as Goldthorpe(2000: 2—11) obseres, take it as
their primary task the mere elaborationof conceptsratherthan the explanationof established
socialregularities.

3SeeGellner(1992)for a criticism of postmodernisnby an anthropologistandHammerslg
(1999)for oneby anethnographer



empirically, andthatthe moregenerabhilosophicallgumentof conceptuatela-
tivity, asarticulatedby Hilary Putham canbe metwithin externalrealism.| will
not say muchaboutthe correspondenctheory of truth. | believe onceexternal
realismis acceptedthe notion of ‘truth asconsensusor ‘truth asagreementbe-
comegquiteclearlyuntenableMostof my discussion# section2 aresummaries
of JohnSearles work. In constructingmy defenseof the objective authority of
rationality, | turnto ThomasNagel's agumentwithin section3.

2 External Realism

As JohnSearle(1999)pointsout, the belief in the existenceof an externalworld
is a commonsense default positionfor mostpeople. Commonsensepositions
oftenturn out to beincoherentandindefensibleuponreflection,but they arenot
alwaysso. Is therearny goodreasorto doubtthe existenceof anexternalreality?
Perhapshe mostpowerful agumentagainstexternalrealismis the ideaof con-
ceptualrelatiity.

Roughlythe agumentrunsasfollows: 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
obsenetheworld, it is inevitablethatwe do sofrom within a conceptuascheme,
which classifiesthe world for us. We may not be consciouslyaware of the con-
ceptualschemdhatwe use,but it is therein the backgroundstructuringthe very
actof obsenation,andgiving shapeo the ‘kaleidoscopidflux of impression’(to
usean expressionof BenjaminWhorf) that the world presentdo us. Reality is
thereforerelative to conceptuakchemesFurthermoresinceconceptuaschemes
arehumancreationsthey arearbitraryandhistorically contingent:What counts
asrealin oneculturemaynotbesoin another

An importantempiricalvariantof theconceptuatelatiity aguments thethe-
sisof linguistic determinismof Edward Sapirand BenjaminWhorf. They ague
that the categyoriesof our native languagedeterminehow we think andwhatwe
see. Considerthe exampleof colours. Thereis no disputethat ‘languagediffer
in theirinventoryof colorwords. Latin lacksgeneric‘gray” and“brown”; Navajo
collapsedlue andgreeninto oneword; Russiarhasdistinctwordsfor dark blue
andsky blue...” (Pinker 1994: 62). If languagedoesdeterminehow we think,
peoplewho spealdifferentlanguagesvould actuallyseedifferentcolours,atleast
in the senseéhatmembersof somelinguistic communitiesvould be ableto make
finer distinctionsamonghuesin certainregion of the colourspectrum.



Whorf hasalsodoneresearchinto natve Americanlanguages.In his study
of the Hopi, he writes that the Hopi languagecontains'no words, grammatical
forms, construction®or expressionghatrefer directly to whatwe call “time”, or
to past,presentor future, or to enduringor lasting...’” (Whorf 1956:57). Cor-
respondingo this linguistic differenceis a differencein metaphysicsHe agues
thatit is ‘gratuitousto assumehata Hopi who knows only theHopi languageand
the culturalideasof his own societyhasthe samenotions. .. of time andspace
thatwe have, andthataregenerallyassumedo be universal.In particular hehas
no generalnotion or intuition of TIME asa smoothflowing continuumin which
everythingin the universeproceedsat an equalrate, out of a future, througha
presentjnto a past’ (Whorf 1956:57).

Whatarewe to make of linguistic determinism?Thevery limited work | have
readin thisareasuggestshatthe SapirWhorf hypothesisrasbeenempiricallyre-
futed. Summarisingnorethanthreedecade®sf researctinto languageandcolour,
StevenPinker (1994:62) writesthat,

[Hlumansthe world over (andbabiesand monkeys, for that matter)
color their perceptualworlds using the samepalette. .. fire-engine
reds,grassgreens,Jemonyellows. Spealers of differentlanguages
unanimouslypick theseshadesas the bestexamplesof their color
words, aslong asthe languagehasa color word in thatgeneralpart
of the spectrum And wherelanguageslo differ in their color words,
they differ predictably. . . If alanguagéiasonly two colorwords,they
arefor blackandwhite.... . If it hasthree they arefor black,white and
red;if four, black,white, red,andeitheryellow or green.Five[,] adds
in bothyellow andgreen;six, blue; seven, brown; morethanseven,
purple,pink, orangepr gray.

Suchcross-culturabommonality Pinker pointsout, is dueto thephysiologyof the

humaneye. We have in our eyesthreetypesof light receptorcells calledcones,
eachof which containsa specificpigment,which in turnsmakesthe neuronsre-

spondbestto oneof threetypesof colourcontrastiredagainsigreen blueagainst
yellow, andblack againstwhite. Pinker thengoeson to reportwhathe calls ‘the

clinchingexperiment’in colourperceptiorresearch.

[It] wascarriedoutin the New Guineahighlandswith the GrandVal-
ley Dani, a peoplespeakingone of the black-and-whitelanguages
...the Dani were quicker at learninga new color categyory that was
basedon fire-enginered than a category basedon an off-red. The
way we seecolorsdeterminesiow we learnwordsfor them,notvice
versa.(Pinker 1994:62—-63)
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As for Whorf’'s claimonthe Hopi languageandmetaphysicssubsequentesearch
by Malotki, accordingto Pinker, hasshavn that Whorf hassimply got it wrong.
TheHopilanguagaloescontain‘tense,metaphorgor time, unitsof time.. .. ways
to quantifyunitsof time,andwordslik e “ancient”, “quick”, “long time”, and“fin-
ished”. Their culturekeepsrecordsof sophisticateanethodsof dating,including
a horizon-basedun calendayrexact celemonialday sequencesnottedcalendar
strings,. .. No oneis really surehow Whorf cameup with his outlandishclaims,
but his limited, badlyanalyzedsampleof Hopi speechandhis long-timeleanings
toward mysticismmusthave contributed’ (Pinker 1994:63).

| am neithera cognitive scientistnor a linguist. Sol have bowed to the au-
thoritiesin thefield. But of coursePinker, lik e ary authority maywell bewrong.
And futureresearchmayleadto arevision of ourassessmermtf the SapirWhorf's
thesis. | amopento correction(more on revisableresultsof rationalenquiryin
section3). But let us, for the time being,assumehatlinguistic determinismhas
beenempirically discredited.Evenif thisis true,we still needa generalreply to
conceptualelatiity. Thefailure of a variantof this claim doesnot knock down
theentiretheorecticaktructure.Now | turnto theargumentof JohnSearle.

Searleinvites us to considerthe following: a very large part of the universe
alreadyexistedbeforetherewerearny humanbeings(or othersentienteings). It
will exist in the sameway afterthe lasthumandies. In fact, muchof the world
would exist in exactly the sameway even if therehad never beenary human
beings. Sowhy shouldwe believe that reality dependn how we representit?
Critics of externalrealism,suchasHilary Putnam haspointedto problemslike
thefollowing. Supposea small cornerof the universelookslike Figure1l. How
mary objectsarethere?If you subscribeo Carnaps systemof arithmetic,then
therearethreephysicalobjects:A, B andC. However, if youadopttheconceptual
schemeof Lesniavski, thenthereare seven mereologicabbjects,namely: A, B,
C,A+B,A+C,B+C,andA + B + C. So,really, how mary objectsarethere?
Theanswelis ‘three’, or ‘seven’, or somethingelse,dependingon the conceptual



schemethat you arbitrarily choose. Putnams point is that thereare mary true
descriptionf theworld. And whatis trueis only truein relationto a conceptual
scheme.

Isthisarealproblemfor externalrealism?No, asSearlepointsout, if youbear
in mind whatexternalrealismentails. Externalrealismsaysthatthereis a world
outtherewhichis independenof our representationt doesnotrule outthe pos-
sibility thatthe world canbe describedn differentways,aslong asthe account
underone schemedoesnot contradictthe accountunderanotherscheme.Susan
Haack(1998:159)putit thisway: ‘Thoughtherearedifferenttruedescription®f
Putnamsimaginedsituation(“therearethreeregularphysicalobjects; “thereare
sevenmereologicabbjects”),it doesnt follow, andneitheris it true, thatthereis
no onetruedescription(“therearethreeregularphysicalobjects but sevenmerel-
ogicalobjects”;or better‘therearesevenmereologicabbjectsof 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 canalsodescribewhatyou seeasa suite of
furniture. Sowe have two descriptionsf the sameroom. But is therea real con-
tradictionhere?lt is difficult to seeone.

Consideralsothe following agumentfrom Searle:Supposeherewasatribe
of peoplewho livednearwhatwe call the Himalayas.This groupof peoplehave
their own language andwithin thatlanguagethey have a peculiardefinition of
mountain. They have their own way of describingmountains,countingmoun-
tains, relating mountainsto otherthings,andso on. This tribe cameandwent,
andin their place,camea secondribe which spole a differentlanguageandthey
have a differentconceptuakchemerelatingto mountains.Sothe Himalayashas
beenobseredanddescribedn quite differentways. Throughouthesetwo peri-
odsof humanhabitation whathappenedo the existenceof the Himalayasandall
thefactsaboutit? Nothing.

Searlds quiteexplicit thathis defenseof externalrealism,summarise@bove,
appliesonly to the physicalworld. Thatis, it appliesto claimssuchasthat‘each
watermoleculeis madeup of two hydrogeratomsandoneoxygenatom’. Canhis
defensébe modifiedto apply to the socialworld (to claimssuchasthat‘income
inequalityin Britain hasincreasedhroughouthe 1980s’)or to mentalstateqe.g.
‘on average Britons aremore scepticalaboutthe EuropeanJnion thanare Ger
mans’)?l believe they do.



Humanbeingsintervenein theworld. As a result,partsof theworld, suchas
the British Monarchy the EuropeanJnion, marriageor money, would not have
existedif therehadnever beenary humanbeing. It is alsoobviousthatif there
wereno humanbeing(or othersentinentbeing),therewould be no mentalstate.
So clearly the socialworld dependson our existence. However, | still maintain
that the socialworld is independenbf how we, as observers, represenit. The
samaeis true of mentalstates.

Considerthe following hypotheticalexample. An anthropologispaid a visit
to asociety whereshecarefullyobsenedandrecordedhelocalinstitutions,cus-
toms,beliefsandvalues.Thenshewentaway andwroteabookonthebasisof her
obsenationsandanalysesShortly afterwardsanotheranthropologistamealong
who, let us assumeremarkablydid not know aboutthe first anthropologistand
her book. He obsened the samepeopleand subsequentlyrote anotherbook.
Supposdurtherthatthe two anthropologisthiave cometo very differentconclu-
sionsaboutthe peoplethey studied. Say onethoughtthat the societywasvery
patriarchain somespecificandpertinentway, while the otherthoughtthatit was
not patriarchaktall.

How is this possible? Perhapghe institutionsand beliefsin questionhave
changedbetweenthe two visits, thoughthis would be ratherunlikely. A more
plausibleexplanationis that one anthropologisthasgot it right while the other
wasmistalen,or perhapdothweremistakenaboutsomeaspect®f the phenom-
enathey studied. What is impossibleis that the two anthropologistsvere both
right, if their claimswere mutually contradictory The key point hereis thatun-
derlying all suchscenarioss an unavoidableassumptionthatthe institutionsof
this societyandthe belief prevalentin thatplacewerein a particularstate which
did notdependn how ary anthropologisthoughtaboutit. Withoutthis assump-
tion, we might endup in the impossiblesituationwheremutually contradictory
claimsarebothtrue.

Of coursethesocialworld alsoreactsto obsenationsmadeaboutit. 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 happenis itself partof thesocialworld,
andthederivedfact‘rumourledto abank-run’wouldthenbeindependenof how
we, as observers, representt. The samecanbe saidif therewasno run on the
bankdespitetherumour, or if therewasno rumouratall.

To avoid misunderstandind,would stressagainthattheclaim of theexistence
of an external social reality doesnot imply that we know anything aboutit. It

8



doesnot evenimply that this reality containsspecificsubstantre contentto be
understoodBut having no specificsubstantre content,if thatis indeedthe case,
would alsobe a stateof the socialreality which is independenof the obserer’s

representationThis lastremarkis lessfanciful thanit might seemat first sight.

In fact, it hasbeendemonstrate@lready Considerthe problemof non-attitude.
Academicsgovernmeniagenciesmarketingcompaniediave long beenstudying
socialattitudes political preferencesandpublic opinionsof all sorts. Typically,

questionsare put to a sampleof respondentswho will thenchoosean answer
from, say a list of categgorieson a Likert scale. The nave assumptiorof mary

of suchstudiesis that the frequeng distribution of the responseshus solicited
representdiow opinionson thatissueare distributedin that society Corverse
(1964,1970) hasshavn that often a large proportionof the respondents such
studies,despitebeing perfectly cooperatre, may have no real opinion over the
issuein question. This occurswhenthe respondentfiasze not thoughtaboutthe
issue,or if they have, notin termsof the cateyoriesin which the questionsvere
put?

3 Objective Rationality

My argumentin this sectionis asummaryof Nagel(1997). Nagelpointsout that
we needto distinguishcriticismsof specificexamplesof reasoningrom general
challengedo the objectvity of rationalityitself.

Whenwe engagen reasoningof arny type—in science,in ethics,or at the
everyday practicallevel—it is easyto make mistakes. Theremay be a gapin
our logical deduction. Our attentionmay lapsefor a split secondwhilst we are
carryingout a moderatelycomplex arithmeticcalculation. We may draw a false
analogybetweencasesvhich really aredifferent,or fail to considera possibility
thatis not ruled out by the evidence. It is very commonto subjectour own or
otherpeoples reasoningo criticism of this sort. In fact, this processof criticism
or self-criticismis indispensiblgo scienceandto all scholarlystudies.But criti-
cismof thistype doesnot questionthe objectvity of reasonQuitethecontrary it
reliesuponan objectie, unconditionedationality, becauserny mistakesidenti-
fied throughsucha processaremistakes,not just for me, but areuniversal,in the
sensdahatanyonelooking over my shouldershouldbe ableto arrive at the same
conclusion.Suchcriticismsareinternalto rationalinquiry, soto speak.

“Methodologicalandtheoreticaladvanceshave beenmadein relationto the studyof attitudes
andnon-attitudesseeDuncan,StenbeckandBrody 1988,Brooks1994.



We canalsocriticiseparticularexamplesof reasoningexternally. Consideyfor
example,therecentlegal caseinvolving David Irving. In this case the presiding
judge Mr JusticeGray rules that ‘Irving had falsified history in orderto exon-
erateHitler, [becausehe was] driven by his anti-semitismand pro-Naziviews’
(The Guardian,6 May 2000). This is a psychologicalexplanation. In offering
his judgement,Gray presentsan external view of Irving and his agument. He
tracesthe sourceof Irving’s mistakesnot to the structureof his argument,but to
his political views which thereis no reasorto accept.l amnot sureaboutthe ex-
actnatureof the accusatiormadeagainstirving. Perhapst is oneof intellectual
dishonestybut thereis alsoa hint of self-delusionor perhapgationalisation.In
ary case criticism of this type still doesnot challengethe objectiity of reason.
In fact,Gray’s pointis thatany reasonabl@ersornwho looks at the historicalevi-
dencesvailableto Irving would cometo a conclusionvery differentfrom his.

Criticism againstparticularexamplesof reasoningare commonplaceandin-
dispensiblen scienceandin everydaylives. But if we try to considerthe pos-
sibility that nothing carriesobjective authority thenthe algumentwill necessar
ily breakdown. This is becauseavholesalerelatvism is self-refuting. As Nagel
(1997:15) remarks:

[T]he claim“everythingis subjectve” mustbenonsensedpr it would
itself have to be either subjectve or objectve. But it cant be ob-
jective, sincein that caseit would be falseif true. And it cant be
subjectve, becausdahenit would not rule out any objectve claim,
includingtheclaimthatit is objectvely false.

To putthis point differently, postmodernistslaim thatreasornitself is historically
contingent,that it hasno universal, objectve authority This is a very strong
claim, andstrongclaimsrequirepowerful agumentsto backthemup. But how
dowe developary agumentexceptby reasoning?f postmodernistareright, we
will have no capacityto do so. Any challengeto reasonmustemploy reason;it
presupposethe authorityof reason.In otherwords,the generalchallengeto the
objective authorityof reasons simply unintelligible.

Theupshot,asNagelputit, is thattherearesomethoughtswhich we simply
cannotgetoutsideof. To claim thatsomethings local, relatve, perspeciial, we
needto locateit in a non-relatve, objective framevork. Furthermoreto accept
the objective authorityof reasoris not beinguncritical,becausall critical faculty
presupposesuchanauthority In fact,eventhesolipsistwhodoubtstheexistence
of everythingexcepthis own mind, acceptghe authority of reason.To seethis,
considerthe solipsists worry: what evidenceaboutthe externalworld do | have
exceptmy sensoryexperienceaboutthem? Sincel have no direct, unmediated
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evidenceof theexternalworld, all my experiences consistentith the possibility
thatthereis nothingbut my own mind, thatall my experiences justavery com-
plex dream.

It should be clear that even such an extremely scepticalposition relies on
the authority of reason. Reasonis the regulative mechanisnof all intelligible
thoughts. We askoursehes: of all theimpressionghatwe have, whataremere
appearanceandwhatarereal. To answetthis questionwefirstidentify rationally
all the logical possiblities. Thenwe criticise thesepossibilities,with the aim of
ruling out asmary competingaccountsaspossible. This is a progressiely de-
structive processuntil we getto the pointwherereasoncannothelp usfurtherto
tell betweerthealternatves(perhapdecaus®f thelimited informationcurrently
availableto us, or perhapdecausesomethings simply indeterminate)In terms
of the structureof thought,thisis no differentfrom the solipsists.

Thisis Nagels generalreply to the postmodernistlaim thatreasons histor
ically contingentandhasno universalobjective authority But Nagelalsopoints
outthatwhenthe rationalbasisof any specificbeliefis challengedrepeatinghe
generalreply will not do. The responsanust be piecemealand specific. This
is becauseaswe have seenwe could have mademistakesduringary reasoning
processArgumentsvhich arethoughtto berobustmaybeshaovn to beperspecti-
val in thefuture. In otherwords,while the objectie, universalauthorityof reason
cannotbechallengedtheresultsof ary particularinstanceof reasoningreclearly
revisable.However, the procesof revision hasto be disciplinedby the authority
of reason.

4 Closing remarks

In this paper | have tried to defendtwo claims rejectedby postmodernists—
external realismandthe objective authority of reason.If my defensestandsup
to challengeasl| believe it does,thenwe shouldnot be postmodernistsin this
closing section,let me speculatea little on why postmodernisnseemsto have
suchan appeatto sociologists.| think this is becausef certainmisunderstand-
ingsof whatpostmdernisnentails,or equivalentlywhatfollowsfrom therational-
ist, externalrealistposition.l will commenbntwo of themisunderstandingsere.

As their protagonistsare keento point out, the postmodernisposition has
political implications. From the postmodernispoint of view, not only do reason
and sciencehave no specialepistemologicabtatus,they arejust politics. Thus,
Seidman(1994:124-127)arguesthat,
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Oncethe veil of epistemicprivilegeis torn away by postmodernists,
scienceappearssa socialforce enmeshedh particularculturaland
powerstruggles.Theclaimto truth,asFoucaulthasproposedis inex-
tricably anactof power...Insteadof askingwhatis the natureof re-
ality or knowledgein thefaceof conflictingconceptuastratejies. . .|
suggestve evaluateconflicting perspectiesby askingwhataretheir
intellectual,social,moral,andpolitical consequences . Postmodern
justificationsshift the debaterom thatof Truth andabstractational-
ity to thatof socialandintellectualconsequences.

| believe partof postmodernisng appeals thatit seemgo offer a critical, politi-
cally engagegbositionto mary issues My replyto Seidmaris asfollows. If there
is indeedan externalreality andthat rationality doeshave an objective authority
thenof coursewe cannotturn away from seekingthe truth. Furthermorewhile
it is true thatthereare often legitimate concernsaboutthe relationshipbetween
truth claims and power, suchconcernsneednot be raisedwithin the postmod-
ernistframavork. We simply do not have to be postmodernistén orderto ask
questionsuchas‘who fundsthis research?’At the sametime, it mustberecog-
nisedthat pointing to the financiallinks, or connectionf ary type, betweena
pieceof researctand,say apolitical partyor anindustry is notthe samething as
refutingit. Thetruth or falsity of any claim hasto be establishedndependently
andsolely on the basesof the merits of the agumentandthe quality of the ev-
idence. Furthermoreas| have arguedabove, scepticismhasto be basedon the
objective authorityof reason Without sucha basis therecannotbe ary intelligi-
ble critical enquiries.

| think a secondsourceof the postmodernisappealis thatit seemgo be so
moderateandaccomodating—ditrentviews areequallyvalid andthereis no ob-
jective standardnecanappealo, asif by reflex, to weighandjudgethedivergent
views. By contrast,t seemsso arrogantandsimplistic to claim thatthereis ex-
ternalworld which existsindependentlyf how we mightrepresentt. In relation
to this concern,l canonly repeatthat the claim of an externalreality doesnot
imply thatwe know arything aboutit. | may be labouringan obvious point, but
perhapst is alsoworth pointing out thatthis claim doesnot imply thereality is
simple,or black-and-white.If thereality is comple, anddifferentpartiesto the
samesocialsituationshave differentaccountf whatis goingon, thenthisis the
externalreality.

It is very commonto readaboutthe needto allow for diverseepistemological

positionsandphilosophicafoundationsn Sociology Thisis no doubtessential.
But it is alsoimportantto subjectall suchpositionsto critical scrutiry. | believe
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the postmdoernispositionis onewithout a coherentand defensiblefoundation.
Sociologistof all typesshouldnot be postmodernists.
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