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Forew-ord 

The tide of Miguel A. Cabrera s book serves admirably to define a definitive 
movement in historical writing. If, as he writes, the historians he describes 
have different intellectual trajectories and come from different traditions, so 
that they might not always see what they have in common as more 
important than what separates them, nonetheless their work has a definite 
identity, despite the evident differences. The term of his tide, postsocial, 
catches well this identity, in terms of the search for a form of thinking and 
writing about the world that seeks to extend beyond the old understandings 
of the social, but yet at the same time retains that term "social" as a sign 
that to disown it entirely is to leave behind essential dimensions of 
understanding. Therefore, the term points forward without losing sight of 
the past, which for historians is no bad thing. It is a good name. 

What the name stands for, elaborated in great detail by the author, is the 
attempt to move beyond established understandings of the social, evident in 
history, especially social history, and the social sciences more widely. As he 
shows, far from being a mere legacy of the past, these approaches are still 
extremely powerful. Such understandings, to put it briefly, tend to 
conceive of society in static, mechanical terms the idea of society as a 
framework or structure is emblematic and as unproblematically given in 
the nature of things as a "real," autonomous entity, exerting its own 
pressures and influences upon other domains of life regarded as separate 
from it, chiefly "culture." What the book also helps us to recognize is the 
rather analogous move in what has been called "the new cultural history," 
despite its deep genuflection to the supposed autonomy of culture and 
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representation. Here "society" and the "social" are frequently smuggling 
by the backdoor, or else old-fashioned revisionism comes back in, simply 
denying any role to the social at all in its emphasis upon a voluntary act­
ing human agent, or upon a voluntary action of representation itself. 
What is particularly interesting about the book is its success in nailing 
down this usually unacknowledged intellectual conservatism of the new 
cultural history. 

The way forward, then, would seem to involve some idea of the social, 
yet to radically rethink this idea. The book is a contribution to this re­
thinking, one that has the very great merit of being not only about social 
theory, but also about what historians do, what they write, the arguments 
that they have. I can think of very few works that mediate the relationship 
between theoretical concerns and the practical writing of history, and this 
is decidedly one of them. It is therefore extremely timely in its appear­
ance. Its timeliness also relates to the widespread rethinking of the idea of 
the social going on across a very big range of disciplines. This book is a 
contribution to that gathering debate, a unique and particularly interest­
ing one, unique in the sense that it is relatively unusual for historians to 
theorize their own practice. 

This rethinking of the social is pursued in terms of the agenda of the 
book: the author considers the "discursive" construction of social reality, 
unpacking the term and separating it from its solely linguistic associa­
tions; he then considers the constitution of interests and identities and ex­
plores the concept of social action. Central to all these concerns is his de­
sire to avoid traditional theoretical interpretations of the world as neatly 
divided into various kinds of twos: society and culture, the objective and 
the subjective, the material and representation, and other familiar spirits 
of the past. In his desire to circumvent the failures of these old dualistic 
interpretations, this old dichotomous rendering of the world, he is at one 
with attempts to look at the social world anew. What in particular he 
brings to this new look is a relational understanding of the production of 
meaning in the historical past, the term "relational" referring to the ne­
cessity to situate systems of meaning within particular settings of the so­
cial but without losing sight of the recognition that meanings are always 
made discursively. While he does not explicitly develop here those new 
understandings of the social with which his project is in deep sympathy, 
nonetheless the agenda of the book creates the conditions in which his­
torical writing can be linked again to new sorts of social and cultural the­
ory. In particular, they can be linked to what we might call postsocial the­
ory, in short the social being understood as in these new guises something 
fluid, mobile, practical, and about as unlike the old idea of the framework 
as might be imagined. 
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This new sort of social also involves the material, so that alongside the 
dualisms mentioned already would be those of society and nature, and 
the human and the nonhuman. Although the book tends to emphasize the 
creation of meaning among human actors, and therefore to emphasize rep­
resentation rather than objects or things, it is part of the rainbow alliance 
of the postsocial, which would embrace words and things together as part 
of one world. In particular, science studies has much to teach cultural his­
tory here, and goes far to augment postsocial history. Which is to say that 
everywhere traditional understandings of what the limitations of our in­
herited, traditional vocabularies still directs me to call the social order are 
breaking down, when the social and cultural, and the economic and polit­
ical, are no longer distinct, and distinctly useful theoretical demarcations 
of the world, and when we must embrace the operations of language and 
the physical workings of the world together in similar kinds of explana­
tions. This book is an important contribution to this work of the postsocial, 
and therefore to the critical but constructive scrutiny of tradition. 

Patrick Joyce 
Department of History 

University of Manchester 
July2003 
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Introduction 

This is a book in historiography addressing theoretical developments in 1 the 
field of historical studies over the past two decades. During these years, a 
time of notably intense historiographical debate, an incremental critical 
rethinking of the main theoretical assumptions previously underpinning 
historical explanation has occurred and in the process a new theory of 
society has begun to take shape among historians. Such, at least, is the 
conclusion I draw from my examination of recent historiographical 
developments. They evince a new theoretical outlook essentially different 
from predecessors; one that involves a qualitatively distinct way of un­
derstanding how society works, of explaining individuals' consciousness 
and actions, and of conceiving of the genesis, nature, and reproduction of 
social relations and institutions. This theoretical shift is giving rise to a new 
change of historical paradigm, a change that seems as far-reaching as that 
brought about, in its time, by the emergence and spreading of the so-called 
social history. Now, like then, much of previous historiographical common 
sense is collapsing around us, and many inherited historical interpretations, 
including the most firmly settled ones, are being revised, substantially 
rectified, or simply abandoned and replaced by others. Although still in its 
early stages, this historiographical mutation is already visible even to the 
least attentive observer, and its marks can be felt in many fields of study, be 
they recently created ones, such as gender history, or those of a longer­
standing tradition, like labor history or the history of liberal revolutions. 
This book has been written, therefore, for the purpose of putting forward 
the terms in which this new historiographical rendering of social theory is 
being carried out, assessing its practical implications 
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for historical analysis, and offering a preliminary as well as summary ac­
count of the new theory of society just now emerging. [ 1] 

The last two decades have also witnessed an extensive, lively, and 
highly valuable debate on the nature of historical lmowledge. Indeed, 
much recent historiographical discussion has focused on the epistemo­
logical status of historical writing, and the amount and richness of the lit­
erature generated are almost impossible for any one reader to tackle. 
However, although aclmowledging the great importance and stimulating 
challenges of this particular arena of historiographical debate, I do no 
more than heed its significant existence here. On this occasion, I am more 
concerned with and exclusively driven by the practical purpose of ad­
dressing the more immediate problems of historical explanation that his­
torians face daily. 

The origin of the new kind of history and its theory of society is to be 
found in the decline of social history and, specifically, in the crisis of the 
theoretical dichotomous and objectivist model which grounds social his­
tory. A growing and resolute doubt among historians has been cast on the 
premise, so deeply rooted in the history profession, that human societies 
are composed of an objective sphere (identified in general with the socio­
economic instance) holding causal primacy and of a subjective or cultural 
sphere deriving from the former. And, therefore, that, in other words, in­
dividuals' consciousness and practice are causally determined by their so­
cial conditions of existence. As I describe more thoroughly in chapter 1, 
social historians have been forced, almost from the beginning, to come up 
with different ad hoc conceptual supplements in order to respond to the 
anomalies and explanatory shortcomings of their theoretical model and, 
as well, in order to make new social phenomena and situations (of both 
the past and the present) intelligible. This is what triggered a pronounced 
internal evolution in the paradigm of social history, an evolution that still 
continues today. From a certain moment in time, however, a significant 
minority of historians began to suggest that in order to surmount such 
anomalies and shortcomings, it was not enough to reformulate the central 
tenet of social history. Instead, facing what proved to be increasingly ster­
ile as a tool of historical analysis, it was necessary to put this tenet itself 
under critical scrutiny. At the same time, these historians began to react 
against the secular dilemma between materialism and idealism, between 
objectivism and subjectivism, or between social explanation and inten­
tional explanation in which historical scholarship had been trapped for 
decades, as this too was found to be another serious hindrance to poten­
tial exploration of new explanatory possibilities. Thus, efforts within so­
cial history to make the causal connection between social structure and 
subjective action more flexible, complex, and contingent eventually led, 
over time, to casting doubts on the existence of not only such a causal con-
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nection, but of the two instances involved in it as well. The outcome of 
this critical reaction has been the emergence of a new picture of social life, 
one that appears to be governed by a different causal logic, and to which I 
will turn my attention from chapter 2 onward. 

Of course, if one enlarges the scope of the problematic under examina­
tion, the decline of social history and the ongoing theoretical reorientation 
in the field of historical studies are quickly recognized as only a part of a 
far more encompassing process of cultural, scientific, and intellectual 
change, commonly termed the crisis of modernity. In fact, recent vicissi­
tudes over historical writing and the intensity, patterns, and terms of the 
historiographical debate in the last few years are only fully intelligible if 
viewed within this larger frame. In a certain sense then, the emergence of 
the new conception of society is no more than an outstanding chunk of 
this general process of change and, therefore, it could be said that this 
book is actually dealing with the effects of the impact of the crisis of 
modernity on the field of history. That does not mean, however, that the 
new form of history is just a reflection or a mere effect of so-called post­
modern philosophy and that historians, as is sometimes exhorted, should 
therefore feel obliged to confront the present situation in defensive terms 
against this presumed external enemy threatening history and endanger­
ing its very survival.[2]Such a diagnosis seems mistaken, since historians 
have not been simply passive receivers, but, on the contrary, active partic­
ipants, and because history and the social sciences in general is indeed 
a major protagonist in scenarios concerned with future conceptions of the 
world, society, or political practice. This is why taking up a defensive 
stance seems short-sighted and, quite frankly, debilitating, since it shuns 
active engagement in debate and thus reduces the chances for overcoming 
the historiographical impasse the decline of social history purports. 

The reasons why the crisis of modernity has affected history so deeply 
are easy to identify. Since historical science and the conceptual frame­
works with which it has worked were forged within or rather, are es­
sential components of a modern social worldview, the crisis of moder­
nity is bound to provoke a collapse of established historiographical 
paradigms and a denaturalization of the analytical concepts of both social 
and traditional history. The crisis of the modern worldview has brought 
forth an awareness that these concepts, and the theories of society they 
underpin, are not mere representations or labels of social phenomena or 
processes that really exist but, rather, historically specific forms of making 
social reality something intelligible or meaningful. Historians were previ­
ously unaware because they themselves remained part and parcel of and 
worked within the modern conceptual universe. Thus, the crisis of 
modernity has triggered a sort of conceptual disenchantment and a loss of 
theoretical innocence that seem to be irreversible. For as Patrick Joyce 
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shrewdly notes, once innocence is lost, it cannot be regained.[3] Once 
concepts have lost their representational status and, consequently, their 
theoretical aura, central notions of social analysis such as individual, 
society, class, nation, revolution, or politics can no longer be used in 
the same sense, with the same epistemological certainty, or with the 
same analytical function as before. 

But this is not all. Apart from the collapse of a particular body of con­
cepts, the crisis of modernity has also entailed a correlative collapse of the 
very epistemological foundations they rested upon. If modem categories 
are not representations of an objective social reality, but rather effects of a 
certain meaningful arrangement of such a reality, then their practical effi­
cacy that is, their power to guide social action for so long cannot be at­
tributed to the fact that they reflect either human nature or objective laws 
of social life. It should be attributed to the capacity of the categories them­
selves to generate and become embodied in social practices, relations, and 
institutions. If this has really been the case, then historical scholarship 
must immediately assume its implications for the study of society. The 
first of which is that the historical formation of concepts not only becomes 
a primordial subject of inquiry, but, even more importantly, it constitutes 
the very foundation of social theory.[4] 

Thus, the theory of society that is currently taking shape within histor­
ical studies has come to rest on new assumptions. It assumes individuals 
are not autonomous subjects (as they are for traditional history) and calls 
into question the view of social reality as an objective entity possessing 
the power to causally determine the meaningful practice of individuals (as 
social history claims). If the latter were the case, then the concepts that 
people use to apprehend and make sense of their social world and to 
arrange their practice would be cultural or ideological reflections of such 
a world. However, as both the crisis of modernity and historical inquiry 
itself are making clear, such concepts are not mere representations of the 
real working and development of human societies, but rather specific 
ways of conceiving of them. To speak so is to say the following: language 
is not simply a means of communication but a pattern of meanings, and 
therefore does not limit itself to naming real phenomena but actively con­
structs them as meaningful entities, that is, as objective ones. The mean­
ings that people confer on social context and their place in it, as well as 
the ways in which they define themselves as agents, are always depen­
dent on the conceptual lens through which such a context is apprehended, 
and not on the context itself. Ideas, forms of consciousness, or identities 
are neither rational or intellectual creations nor expressions of the social 
sphere, but the results of an operation of meaningful construction of real­
ity. What this implies, as a theoretical corollary, is a new concept of social 
action, different from that of both intentional and social explanatory mod-
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els. Human practices are neither rational actions nor socially determined 
ones, but the effect of the mediation of a certain way of conceptually con­
structing social situations and relations. Previous theoretical approaches 
had explained human action in terms of either the free-will decision of 
agents or the determination of social circumstances. With the advent of 
the new theoretical paradigm, human action has instead come to be ex­
plained in terms of the meanings that agents confer on social context 
when they apply the conceptual pattern prevailing in each juncture. Thus, 
the old dual theoretical scheme (reality/ideas) has been left behind and 
replaced with a triadic scheme (reality/language/ideas) in which lan­
guage is a specific domain of social life that works as an active mediation 
in making the meanings that underlie practice. 

So far, I have expressed myself, in reference to both the present-day 
state of social history and the emergence of a new theory of society, with 
a certainty that many readers probably find not only excessive but even 
groundless as well. Is the crisis of social history really so profound as to 
allow the claim that we are witnessing a new change of paradigm? After 
all, idealist historians have never ceased to criticize the tenets of social his­
tory and in recent years this criticism has even intensified and so-called 
revisionism is particularly vigorous at the moment. Can one really insist, 
moreover, in claiming that the ongoing historiographical debate is more 
than just another episode in the old quarrel between materialist and ide­
alist history? That it has gone beyond the boundaries of that quarrel and 
laid the foundations of a new kind of history opposed to both social and 
intentional explanation? Since these are crucial issues in any diagnosis of 
the present-day state of historical studies, I do try to be somewhat more 
precise about the exact sense in which my words should be taken before 
actually turning to my more confident claims. First of all, this diagnosis of 
recent theoretical developments in the field of historical studies is not be­
ing put forward for the first time here. On the contrary, it has been not 
only previously held, more or less explicitly, by many authors, but has 
even been a subject of reflection and discussion for some time for a sig­
nificant portion of the history profession. To cite just one example, Geoff 
Eley has maintained that the crisis of social history is fostering the open­
ing up of an "imaginative and epistemological space" from which un­
usual forms of historical analysis are emerging. He even goes so far as to 
identify the ongoing theoretical shift as an irreversible move from a his­
tory based on the notion of social causality to another based on the notion 
of "discourse."[S] It is true, though, that the new theory of society remains 
widely unheeded and that its presence is not always immediately per­
ceptible to the observer, as its features are not as clearly defined as those 
of social history or of traditional history. In fact, most of the authors who 
have dealt with recent developments in historical studies either view 
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these as merely a somewhat more sophisticated prolongation of social his­
tory or they even encompass them in a somewhat voracious revisionist re­
turn to idealism or subjectivism. One has to keep in mind that the frontiers 
of the new form of history are still in flux and its theoretical framework 
riddled with ambiguities or gaps, and lacking clear contours. On the ter­
rain of research practice, in particular, the break with preceding forms of 
history is partial and hesitant and the dividing line between them is often 
blurred, and on most occasions, the components of the new conception of 
society appear mixed up with those of previous conceptions. Such hybrid­
ity thwarts easy recognition of elements that are in open conflict with long­
existent paradigms and that just might allow us to get around impasses 
into a new historiographical and theoretical territory. 

Furthermore, the new theory of society often lies only latent in the 
works of the very authors bringing its emergence forth, and many histo­
rians who have actually contributed to current historiographical change 
seem to ignore any significant discontinuity between their theoretical out­
look and that of social or new cultural history. And I have to admit that I 
suspect most of the authors whose works I consider conducive to the 
emergence of a new theory of society would probably feel misrecognized, 
think my reading of their writings tendentious or excessively forced, and 
dismiss the conclusions I draw as groundless or overstepping their actual 
positions. I should also point out that there is no particular historical work 
or individual author fully embodying the new kind of history, and any­
one looking for an explicit account, a sort of handbook, will search in vain 
since, as far as I know, no such a work exists. Finally, although a few la­
bels, some better than others, have been in circulation and do unequivo­
cally point to this new kind of historical paradigm, so far no name enjoys 
anything like widespread acceptance. 

However, none of the above, no matter how problematic, is meant to 
suggest that the new theory of society is a nonentity or that it is merely a 
passing mirage. It only means, as I have already said, that this theory is 
emerging, that it is still in initial stages of formation. A close historio­
graphical examination reveals not only profound and extensive erosion in 
the explicative model of social history, but the crystallization of a paten­
tial alternative to it as well. Thus, albeit still embryonic, there is enough 
stuff there to announce a new theory of society available to history schol­
arship. Despite the weaknesses and concomitant objections heeded above, 
there is before us such an accumulation of fresh elements in the field of 
historical studies that, taken into account as a weighty whole and assem­
bled as if they were pieces of a puzzle, strongly indicate, in my opinion, a 
new historiographical landscape. As well as they shape a new theoretical 
framework for analyzing and explaining historical processes and social 
phenomena. This series of elements includes everything from symptoms 
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of dissatisfaction, intuitions, and suggestions for critical reconsiderations 
to completely new concepts and empirical assertions and from theoretical 
reflections, controversies, and localized rebellions to reinterpretations of 
historical phenomena and expressly alternative proposals. Many exam­
ples of these are to be found in this book. 

The crucial point, from a historiographical perspective, is that the ap­
pearance of this set of elements scattered in a multitude of works by var­
ious authors has set up minimum conditions for going beyond the lim­
its of preceding paradigms and for overcoming, as well, that choking 
secular dilemma between objectivism and subjectivism, allowing, thus, 
an alternative to social history that is not a return to the theoretical hori­
zon of idealist history. In my opinion, the authors tackled and drawn 
upon here have, intentionally or not, led the discipline of history into un­
explored territory and sketched the contours of a new agenda for histori­
cal research. Authors whose works contain elements that transcend the 
limits of preceding paradigms include historians like Keith M. Baker, 
Patrick Joyce, Zachary Lockman, Mary Poovey, Joan W. Scott, William H. 
Sewell, or James Vernon and historical sociologists like Richard Biernacki, 
Anne Kane, or Margaret R. Somers. Until a better term is available, I refer 
to the new kind of history their works produce as Postsocial History.[6] 

The central body of this book is intended to give an account of the main 
features and theoretical assumptions of postsocial history. Although for 
the reasons explained above, on many occasions I can only offer general 
outlines or fleeting sketches, and, on others, I merely point out the gaps 
that only future developments can fill. Just the same, my presentation of 
the new historiographical paradigm may give the impression of being too 
schematic, abrupt, and lacking nuance and of giving short shrift to the 
complexities and modulations of social life. Such a brief work cannot pre­
tend to fully explore or exhaust each and every implication or all the re­
lated issues. My purpose in writing this work is to highlight only the ma­
jor theoretical premises of the emerging conception of history and to 
underline, as well, contrasts with preceding paradigms, all in order to fos­
ter reflective attention to current historiographical change and thus, hope­
fully, propitiate more effective discussion of it. If, eventually, the path 
cleared by postsocial historians proves fruitful for social analysis, there 
will be time enough to embody what is just a conceptual skeleton here, 
with future flesh, blood, and pulse. It would be useless to deny, likewise, 
that, as any historiographical book, this also involves an undertaking of 
theoretical elaboration, even if only minimally. The simple fact of identi­
fying, selecting, and connecting a set of fragments that have, until now, re­
mained scattered and not always expressly related implies per se an act of 
theoretical construction. Moreover, at certain times, I inevitably have to 
refer to some of the still unexplored implications of the decline of social 



XX Introduction 

history and the simultaneous resistance to the tendency to take refuge 
in traditional history. And in doing so, some of the trends already pres­
ent in the terrain of historical practice will be carried to their logical 
conclusions. In any case, I try to keep the task of theoretical elaboration 
to the minimum necessary to guarantee a coherent exposition. And I 
also try to carry out such an undertaking with maximum caution, that 
is, staying within the limits authorized and permitted by the actual 
state of historical scholarship. 



The Background: 

From Social History 
to the New Cultural History 

I 

In order to properly understand the concerns of postsocial historians 
and appraise the significance of the new theoretical approach, one must 
bear in mind the previous historiographical stage from which they stem. 
Thus, before proceeding to bring the main features of the emerging para­
digm into sharper focus, I briefly recapitulate the internal evolution of so­
cial history in this chapter. 

At the beginning of the 1960s, social history was already a well­
established and prestigious academic endeavor in such pioneering coun­
tries as France and the United Kingdom and a blossoming one elsewhere. 
Although traditional history maintained its hegemony in quantitative 
terms, the new historiographical paradigm took root, gained ground, and 
grew into the most dynamic and innovative area of the discipline. At that 
time, two major schools or traditions historical materialism and the An­
nales School predominated, even though many social historians do not 
fall into either one or the other. The external manifestation of this reorien­
tation of the discipline toward social history was a gradual move away 
from high politics, the star of traditional history's gaze, and a shift in an­
alytical interest toward social and economic phenomena. However, such 
fresh concentration on socioeconomic matters actually ensued the adop­
tion of a new theory of society by social historians. In open conflict with 
the subjectivism and factualism of traditional history, social historians 
brandished an objectivist theory of society based on the notion of social 
causality that triggered a marked transition from an explanatory para-
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digm founded on the concept of subject to one founded on the concept of 
society. In traditional history, subjectivity is underived, understood as a 
preconstituted center on which social practice rests, and historical agents 
are thus considered individuals possessing an autonomous rational con­
science whose actions are fully explained by the explicit intentions that 
motivate them. From this viewpoint, society is an entity that is qualita­
tively no different from the sum of the individuals who compose it and, 
therefore, conscious intentions enjoy the rank of causes and, to an even 
greater extent, constitute the very grounds of social science. Social analy­
sis consists primarily of an undertaking of comprehension or interpreta­
tion for the purpose of reenacting the thoughts and mental universe of so­
cial agents. In sharp contrast, social history disallows subjectivity in the 
sense of rational creation. To speak of subjectivity in social history can 
only refer to a reflection or expression of the social context in which hu­
man beings are placed. The causes of actions have nothing to do with au­
tonomous individual agency, and given the social nature of the causes of 
actions, human beings may even remain unaware of them. The notion of 
social subject within a dichotomous and objectivist scheme, one granting 
primordial causality to social factors not individual agency in the pro­
duction of meanings, has ruled a substantial share of historical research 
for decades and remains in force today even though important internal 
modifications have loosened the causal link. 

This and the next paragraph continue to outline significant features of 
the social history paradigm before turning to a necessary examination of 
those modifications. The basic theoretical premise of social history is that 
the socioeconomic sphere constitutes an objective strncture, in the double 
sense that it has an irreducible autonomy, including an internal mecha­
nism of operation and change, and that it is the bearer of intrinsic mean­
ings. Individuals' subjectivity and the cultural realm in general is, for 
social historians, no more than a representation or expression of their so­
cial being and, therefore, meaningful actions are causally determined by 
the material conditions of existence and by the position people occupy in 
social relations. The structural nature of economic conditions and the so­
cial relations rooted in them are also what mold the social edifice as a 
whole. On some occasions, this structural quality is also attributed to 
other factors, as occurs in some phases of the Annales school with demo­
graphic fluctuations and geography, but the theoretical principle remains 
the same: in all cases, society is conceived as a systemic unit made up of a 
series of vertically arranged strata and governed by a causal hierarchy 
that guarantees a basic fit between the upper and lower strata. The famil­
iar distinctions between base and superstructure, between structure and 
action, or, in the annalist case, between levels or temporalities are due to 
this dualistic scheme. Such a theoretical scheme justifies the ambition to 
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write a total history, that is to say, a history that approaches the different 
realms of social life as pieces of a whole whose intelligibility comes from 
just one of them. 

The causal mechanism through which the socioeconomic sphere exer­
cises its determination over the cultural or subjective sphere is under­
stood by social history in the following terms. In general, the different po­
sitions that individuals occupy in the economic terrain translate into 
social divisions that, in turn, crystallize in forms of consciousness, identi­
ties, systems of beliefs, and values, and in legal bodies or political institu­
tions. Specifically, the relations established in the socioeconomic sphere 
defme the objective interests of individuals and, therefore, the actions 
these individuals take are due to a more or less conscious purpose of sat­
isfying such interests. It is this social anchoring of interests that enables 
the distinction to be made between on the one hand objectively adequate 
behaviors and, on the other, deviate and anomalous behaviors that are the 
fruit of a false consciousness, that is, behaviors originating in an ideolog­
ically distorted image of reality. 

Of course, this brief and selective characterization of social history's 
theory of society slights its rich complexity and heterogeneity but that is 
not my purpose nor a necessary task since numerous studies provide ex­
cellent and thorough discussions. Here I only break down the objectivist 
or materialist paradigm of social history into its basic components in or­
der to highlight those most relevant to subsequent discussion and critical 
reconsideration from the 1980s onward. And in order to approach the crit­
ical rethinking of the last twenty years in a fully effective way, one is 
obliged to begin with those modifications, mentioned above, of the para­
digm from within, that is, to begin to talk about what was an extremely 
significant internal evolution within social history itself. Since social his­
torians operate within a dichotomous framework, this evolution has con­
sisted of a gradual loosening or flexibilization of the causal link between 
social context and consciousness, that is, a partial rectification of the pre­
vious objectivist unilaterality allowing a relative autonomy to the cultural 
(or political) sphere and granting individuals an active role in the pro­
duction of meanings. This evolution includes a reconceptualization of so­
cial relations with assistance of notions like the Thompsonian one of ex­
perience or the Chartierian one of representation. The result of this 
subjectivist or "culturalist" turn in social history was the appearance of 
what is called sociocultural or new cultural history which brings into relief a 
theory of society that profoundly reformulates the dichotomous and ob­
jectivist paradigm of classical social history, althought without actually 
transcending it. Thus, before considering the terms of the crisis suffered 
by this paradigm and calibrating the implications this spells for social 
analysis, there is a need to look at this internal evolution of social history, 
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as this is the starting point from which postsocial history will begin to 
emerge.[1] 
Even in the 1960s and more so from the 1970s, the explanatory model of 

social history experiences regular critical review requiring appreciable 
transformation. At the same time and as part and parcel of such critique, 
social historians (both historical materialists and annalists) took a grow­
ing interest in studying culture. This shift in orientation, marking a tran­
sition from classical social history to sociocultural history (or as Roger 
Chartier, a protagonist in this reorientation, likes to say, from the social 
history of culture to the cultural history of the social), bespoke a growing 
dissatisfaction concerning the theoretical pattern of classical social history. 
As Joyce Appleby, Lynn Hunt, and Margaret Jacob write, it was the "dis­
enchantment" with explaining everything in economic and social terms 
that drove many historians to reconsider the nature and the role of cul­
ture, defmed as society's repertoire of interpretative mechanisms and 
value systems. Of course, this emphasis on culture was accompanied 
from the beginning by the conviction that the cultural was not a simple 
function of the material but that, instead, "people's beliefs and ritual ac­
tivities interacted with their socioeconomic expectations,"[2] and that, 
therefore, one should look at the effects of this interaction for an 
explanation of the conduct of individuals and, in general, of the way 
society works. As Lynn Hunt herself had already said in a previous 
publication, by focusing increasingly on culture, these historians started to 
challenge "the virtually commonsensical assumption that there is a clear 
hierarchy of explanation in history (that is, in all social reality), running 
from biology and topography through demography and economics up to 
social structure and finally to politics and its poor cousins, cultural and 
intellectuallife."[3] 
For this reason, as Raphael Samuel has noticed with ironic shrewdness, 

historians started to spend more and more time on subjects that an earlier 
generation of scholars would have reserved for rents, prices, and wage 
rates. That is to say, they transferred their attention from social structures 
to cultural practices, from "objective" reality "to the categories in and 
through which it was perceived, from collective consciousness to cogni­
tive codes, from social being to the symbolic order."[4] Another feature of 
this theoretical reorientation was a cooling of relations with sociology and 
the embracement of anthropology from which historians began to cull 
methods, subjects, vocabulary, and concepts. While sociology had pro­
vided some of the conceptual and methodological instruments for study­
ing social and economic structures, the preferential subject of classical so­
cial history, anthropology, became a point of reference and a crucial 
supporting discipline when untangling the terms of the contribution of 
cultural practices to the configuration of social relations started to preoc­
cupy historians. Also, as must be recalled, this opening up to culture im-
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mediately led to heated theoretical and methodological contention cen­
tering on issues related to the .fragmentation of history. The causal link be­
tween socioeconomic base and cultural superstructure seemed less than 
crystal clear when blurred with all the dust rising from the "inherently 
centrifugal tendency"[S]affiicting the discipline. Pervasive worries about 
fragmentation, or the so-called crumbling of historical studies, an om­
nipresent object of debate, sunk some into profound disquietude and pro­
voked a serious "disciplinary crisis,"[6]because such excessive thematic 
dispersion undermined potential elaboration of integrating syntheses. [7] 

What, for our purposes, warrants underscoring in reference to this par­
ticular conflagration, almost extinguished nowadays, is the fact that the 
notions of fragmentation and crumbling do not refer only, or even primar­
ily, to thematic dispersion in historical research, in which case a merely 
formal description of the state of the discipline would suffice. These no­
tions refer to far greater concerns, namely to a loss of theoretical cohesion 
following that "subjectivist" reformulation of the dichotomous and objec­
tivist model, and specifically, to the theoretically disintegrating effects en­
suing from progressive autonomization of the cultural sphere. We have 
before us, then, notions social historians brandished to call attention to the 
increasing debilitation of social causality and to deplore concomitant dis­
inclination to draw up a total history, one that thinks of society in function 
of the existence of a basic instance containing, implicitly, the social total­
ity. As Lynn Hunt says, in reference to the Annales School, "the topics 
seemed to proliferate endlessly without provoking any new thinking 
about the structures or relationships within this admittedly vague notion 
of 'total history."' Such topics, she adds, appeared to multiply like "build­
ing blocks of a construction without plan or clear shape." [8]Moreover, 
the widening of scholarly interest toward the cultural sphere operates as 
an accelerating factor on the theoretical transformation itself. With the 
diversification and extension of fields of study and the delimitation of 
particular parcels of research and as attention is drawn, more and more, 
to subjective practices, a theoretical model based on a restrictive notion of 
social causality proves increasingly uncomfortable to operate. In fact, 
the appearance of historiographical orientations like microhistory and 
the history of everyday life actually bespeak this. What this new 
orientation holds is the following: that precisely when social practices are 
analyzed in their individual or group specificity, the chain of objective 
determination appears to be refracted by the capacity of individuals to 
take decisions and adopt life strategies that are not immediately 
inferable from their social position and by the capacity of the cultural 
sphere, in general, to influence and recreate socioeconomic 
conditions. 

Thus, the critical reformulation of classical social history carried out by 
sociocultural historians lies, in essence, in rethinking and redefining the 
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causal link among the different components of society. Whereas for social 
history the connection between social structure and conscious action was 
one of single-minded determination of the latter by the former, for the 
new cultural history, the relation between the two is one of reciprocal or 
dialectic interaction. This new theoretical approach preserves intact the 
previous dichotomous split and continues to give causal primacy to social 
context, but it attributes an active function in the constitution of identity 
and in the configuration of practice and social relations to the subjective 
or cultural sphere. Indeed, new cultural history is the result of a process 
of historiographical rethinking in which the historians involved have 
been permanently led by an ambition if not an obsession to overcome 
the opposition between objectivism and subjectivism, between social 
physics and social phenomenology, between physicalism and psycholo­
gism. [9] Although, to be more precise, what these historians have pursued 
is a point of equilibrium, a harmonious combination between the two, be­
tween constriction of the social and the autonomy of consciousness. 

Objectivism explains social life in terms of conditions of existence inde­
pendent of agents, while subjectivism explains social life by appealing to 
the ideas and beliefs of the agents themselves. New cultural historians 
challenge both explanations as one-sided views incapable of grasping the 
dual character of social phenomena: subjectivism for ignoring external 
constraints on actions, the social dimension of "subjects," and objectivism 
for failing to heed the constitutive effect representations have on social re­
ality itself. Certainly, the argument goes on, social life is materially condi­
tioned, but material conditions do not affect conduct directly or mechan­
ically; they affect conduct through the cultural dispositions and 
experiences of individuals. For these historians social life, in fact, only ex­
ists in and through symbolically mediated actions. In this sense, the struc­
tural properties of social systems are both the means and the outcome of 
meaningful practices since the action not only reproduces the structure 
but also creates it at the same time. Only a theory of society, conclude the 
new cultural historians, based on the interaction between material attri­
butes and symbolic properties, between the pressure of reality and the 
generative capacity of culture, between external coercion and individual 
initiative, is capable of explaining the workings and changes of human so­
cieties. 

From this theoretical perspective, consciousness is not a passive reflec­
tion of social conditions, but the result of an active unveiling of their prop­
erties. Meanings are an attribute of reality, but they only acquire life and 
thus become historical factors when they are activated by social practice 
and culturally formulated by agents. The production of meanings takes 
place in the space of crossing, tension, or negotiation between social struc­
ture and representations. For new cultural history, the social sets up the 
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possibilities of consciousness (and, in this sense, it is objective), but the 
specific historical constitution of identities occurs in the subjective do­
main. And the same could be said of interests. As in social history, these 
remain objective in nature, but according to new cultural history interests 
only manifest themselves and are translated into action when subjects dis­
cern or recognize them in the course of practice. This implies not only that 
interests do not attain to consciousness by themselves, but through indi­
viduals' cultural dispositions, but also that the fit between interests and 
behaviors neither occurs spontaneously nor is inexorable. Instead, it is de­
pendent upon the existence of an adequate space of experience. In other 
words, that, unlike social history for which the relationship between 
structure and action is unmediated, new cultural history maintains that 
there is a .rymbolic mediation between the two. 

In this framework, culture is no longer viewed as an epiphenomenon, 
as a functional derivation of social conditions or as a mere receptacle of 
ideas. Rather, culture becomes practice, that is, a dynamic instance that 
supplies the generating principles of distinctive practices and that, in con­
sequence, is a coproducing factor of social relations. In new cultural his­
tory, culture retains its subjective character, but it overflows the limits 
within which social history had confmed it and pervades society as a 
whole, even those areas previously considered to be the exclusive domain 
of objectivity and governed by an autonomous and impersonal mecha­
nism. The ideal pervades the material or, to be more precise, the ideal and 
the material penetrate each other, as all practices, including economic 
ones, are constituted by meaningful actions and, therefore, are dependent 
upon the representations that individuals have of the world.[lO] 

What gives culture its relative autonomy and its capacity to mediate be­
tween social positions and individuals' decision making is the fact that re­
ality is always understood through established cultural traditions. Social 
and economic changes do not impact on inert raw human material or a 
blank mind, but on individuals who have cultural values and an accumu­
lated symbolic heritage. Cultural dispositions comprise a cognitive struc­
ture generated by previous experiences, and it is through this inherited sym­
bolic device that individuals meaningfully apprehend any new reality, 
although, at the same time, the encounter between cultural tradition and 
new social situations is always resolved in a progressive adjustment of con­
sciousness to the new objective context. This is, for example, the relationship 
that Edward P. Thompson establishes between Industrial Revolution and 
radical tradition, in which the latter operates as an available vocabulary, as a 
means through which interests, previously existing in the sphere of rela­
tions of production, are expressed. Thus, on the one hand, socioeconomic 
changes do not act upon raw human material, but upon social groups sub­
jectively forged by radicalism, that is, upon freeborn Englishmen. That is 
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why, according to Thompson, the making of class is both a social and an eco­
nomic phenomenon and a cultural and political act, and it is essential to 
make a careful distinction between class situation and class formation.[ll] 
But, on the other hand, the radical vocabulary is the means of transmission of 
the new social context, as class makes its way through radical ideology 
until it emerges in the consciousness, causing the cultural sphere to end up 
submitting and adjusting to the transformation of the social structure itself. 

In short, what new cultural historians claim is that although social rela­
tions are implicit in objective conditions, they are not fully accomplished 
until they become explicit in the realm of representations. Social relations 
are not established once and for all, but remain open and subjected to con­
tinual recreation by members of the community. An this is why, for social 
identities to be constituted and become historical agents, it is not enough 
for them to exist in the level of socioeconomic structure (a requisite that so­
ciocultural historians, of course, never dispense with), but they must ac­
quire conscious life through an act of awareness or self-identification in 
which their members recognize the interests entailed in their social position 
and start to act in accordance with them. Although identity properties are 
socially intrinsic, identities are historically specific and, therefore, they are 
not social essences, but cultural or subjective accomplishments. Social posi­
tion is undoubtedly an objective potentiality of unit, a probable identity, but 
this potentiality may or may not crystallize in subject, as it is in the course 
of social practice, that is always meaningful, where individuals establish 
ties and trace the contours of identity which convert them into agents. It is in 
the course of meaningful practice where the objective sense of social con­
ditions is transmuted into lived sense. This could explain the importance of 
so-called theory effect, as it is applying a specific system of classificatory 
categories that potential identities transform into real identities and social 
groupings become historical subjects. This is the reason why new cultural 
historians openly challenge the explanatory value of the concept of false 
consciousness, with which social history referred to the disturbing effect of 
ideological factors that temporarily impeded the accomplishment of identi­
ties. Because if identity is a symbolic entity and not a social essence, then 
consciousness cannot be either true or false, but simply what it is.[12] Fur­
thermore, it should be remembered here that for new cultural historians, 
objective conditions are not limited to relations of production or location in 
social structure. They also include all forms of differentiation, such as gen­
der, race, generation, or community, as well as resources (be they material 
or cultural) that subjects have at their disposal in the course of action. 

From this point of view, the social being is the perceived being, as it is on 
the latter and not on the former, where individuals' actions and identity 
are immediately grounded. This is why, for new cultural historians, his­
torical analysis must pay attention not only to individuals' real position, 
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but also to the way it is perceived, since both reality and its perception con­
stitute an indivisible whole. Such constitutes a theoretical tenet that obvi­
ously forces historians to partially restore the comprehensive or interpreta­
tive method of traditional history, once relegated to the dustbin by social 
history. Because if action does, indeed, refer in the immediate term to per­
ceived being, then, apart from heeding the social conditions of existence, it is 
essential to reconstruct the conceptions, intentions, and mental universe of 
subjects as the only way to grasp the effects of symbolic mediation on their 
practice. This is the conception of society that new cultural historians apply, 
for example, as I have just indicated, to the study of classes. Although class 
exists socially, its making as a historical agent occurs in the realm of subjec­
tivity. The only class is the actualized class, made conscious and mobilized 
by a struggle of classifications that is specifically symbolic. Unlike social his­
tory (for which class is a subject regardless of the class awareness of its mem­
bers), new cultural history establishes a clear separation between social class 
and actual class, and grants explanatory primacy to the latter. This is why, 
for instance, in recent years, more and more attention has been paid to the 
concept of people in labor history, as this, and not class, was the perceived 
being during much of the nineteenth century and, therefore, the one that op­
erated as the defmer of the identity and the organizer of the practice of the 
individuals involved.[13] 

And the same could be said, to offer another example, of this history's 
understanding of political power. For new cultural history, power relations 
are not an epiphenomenon of social divisions. On the contrary, since repre­
sentations work as mechanisms for the fabrication of respect and submis­
sion, political domination does not depend exclusively on social position, 
but also on the struggle to impose a certain definition of social properties, 
that is, on the credit accorded to the representations that individuals or 
groups offer of themselves and of others (in sum, on perceived being). As 
Roger Chartier argues, power does not only involve economic and social re­
lations of force, but also symbolic relations of force. Political domination de­
pends on the process "by which the dominated accept or reject the identities 
imposed on them with a view to ensuring and perpetuating their 
subjection," and, therefore, conflicts between groups are struggles between 
representations, in which the stakes are always the capacity of groups or in­
dividuals to ensure recognition of their identity.[14] Of course, the fact that 
power is not a mere projection of objective social properties, but a symbolic 
appropriation of them, does not mean that power relations are an intersub­
jective convention, without any correlation with social divisions. The only 
thing this means is that the struggle to impose a particular image of the 
world and base some given relations of domination on it, is a historic 
process that goes beyond the limits of social structure and requires a 
meaningful participation of individuals. This is precisely the fact that 
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makes it possible for the dominated to resist, as they take advantage of the 
symbolic dimension of power to attempt to impose alternative representa­
tions. Furthermore, it implies that the forms of dependence themselves pro­
vide resources which are creative1y appropriated by the dominated to have 
an influence on the activity of their superiors. And thus, for instance, ac­
cording to Chartier himself, in the case of gender, although representations of 
female inferiority are inscribed in the thoughts of women themselves, that 
does not exclude the possibility of deviations and manipulations that can 
transform representations that have been forged to ensure subordination 
and submission into instruments of resistance and affirmation of identity. [15] 

As a result, new cultural history brings with it a new concept of social 
action. If, as I have indicated, the causal flow that comes from the objec­
tive is in permanent interaction with another one that comes from subjec­
tivity, then action refers, in the last analysis, to social structure, but, in the 
first analysis, it refers to meaningful experience (what gives social action a 
high degree of contingency). For new cultural historians, social position 
predisposes individuals to behave in a certain way, and they tend to do so, 
but it does not prescribe their conduct. Between social position and action 
there is a space of indetermination whose existence implies that although in­
dividuals are constrained by social conditions they have not chosen, so­
cial processes are the outcome of the choices that individuals themselves 
make. In their social practice, individuals have a broad margin of freedom 
for designing or implementing their living strategies, for making an in­
ventive use of social norms, and, in general, for recreating received mean­
ings and reshaping social conditions of existence. In the same way, the 
individual is never completely wiped out by the collective, since mem­
bership of a group does not prevent the existence of personal trajectories. 
As Giovanni Levi says, "no normative system is de facto sufficiently 
structured as to eliminate all possibility of conscious choice, of manipula­
tion or interpretation of the rules, of negotiation." [16] 

II 

It is not surprising, therefore, that the first impression one gets when ap­
proaching new cultural history is that of a broad and resolute move to re­
habilitate human agency. New cultural historians intend to rescue indi­
viduals from the ostracism and structural subsumption to which social 
history had condemned them, confer on agents an active role in shaping 
social practices, and take human agency as the starting point for histori­
cal inquiry. That picture, however, has to be completed and balanced to 
avoid the one-sided understandings into which both commentators 
and detractors of the new cultural history often fall. The dauntless in-
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sistence of new cultural historians to prevent social structure from 
drowning subjects never reaches the point of forcing them to dispense 
with social causality, to stop granting this an explanatory primacy, and 
to confer absolute autonomy on the cultural or political sphere with re­
spect to social base. Although new cultural history submits the di­
chotomous and objectivist model to severe criticism and gives it a pro­
found reformulation, it never abandons it. It never stops taking for 
granted that society and individual, structure and action, or simply re­
ality and ideas are the primary components of historical processes and 
that, in consequence, the explanation of actions lies in the relation be­
tween them. As Patrick Joyce has remarked on the subject, "however 
'culturalist' this theory became, the basic idea remained that class and 
politics were rooted in the realities of material life."l171 And it is not 
surprising to hear certain social historians confidently claiming the 
opening up of the discipline toward culture, emotions, and the 
symbolic to be no more than complementary to the socioeconomic studies 
prevailing in the previous phase. [ 18] 

New cultural historians do distance themselves from objectivism 
(which reduces actions to structures), but also from symbolic interaction­
ism (which reduces structure to actions), which is why they are so dead 
set against any attempt to restore the concept of natural subject and the 
comprehensive history inherent to it. If one has to properly characterize 
the new cultural history's theory of society, one would say that it is based 
on a -weak or second grade social causalism, whereby action refers causally 
to experience and to representations of that world, but these, in turn, re­
fer to the world itself. That is, that social reality is apprehended and 
transmuted into action through the cultural resources available, but this 
reality imposes structural or meaningful limits that subjects cannot go be­
yond. New cultural history grants subjectivity and individual creativity 
their own space to deploy, but it continues to claim that the cognitive cat­
egories through which individuals grasp and meaningfully arrange social 
reality are an internalization, even if a symbolic one, of such a reality. And, 
therefore, as I have pointed out, the power of these categories to generate 
social practices depends, in the last analysis, on their theoretical efficacy, 
that is, on how they fit the properties and intrinsic laws of social reality it­
self. Thus, if one were to apply the Peter SchOttler's classificatory criteria, 
one would say that new cultural historians reject the notion of menta/it , 
typical of social history, but remain faithful to the notion of ideology, in­
eluding its connotation of a distorted image of reality.'[19] 

As Roger Chartier himself states, it is true that representations are "ma­
trices that shape the practices out of which the social world itself is con­
structed" and that "the patterns from which classificatory and perceptual 
systems arise" are veritable "social institutions," but such matrices and 



12 Chapter 1 

patterns, in tum, incorporate, "in form of collective representations," "the 
divisions of social organization. "[20] All of which means that the principles 
of vision and division and the organizing categories of social life are the 
product of a structure of differences that is objective. The cultural con­
struction of the social is certainly a specific ingredient of historical 
processes, but this construction is socially rooted and constrained by the 
resources available to individuals by reason of their social position. Sub­
jects perform an active grasping of their world and, in this sense, they 
construct it, but this grasping is always done under structural coercion. In 
fact, symbolic classificatory systems are effective in structuring society be­
cause they themselves, in tum, have been previously structured by soci­
ety itself. This implies, as I have remarked, that the meanings that are 
made explicit and acquire historical existence in the cultural realm are al­
ready implicit in the domain of the social and that the fact that the objec­
tive has to be actualized in and through the cultural only affects the par­
ticular historical form that identities adopt, but not their nature, which is 
always objective. From this point of view, social relations are something 
created and constructed by agents, but not in a social varuum, as subjec­
tivists believe, but within a social space that distributes individuals and 
determines their representations and decisions. People apprehend the so­
cial space from a certain perspective, but one depending on the place they 
occupy in the social space itself. This is exactly what is meant by symbolic 
mediation and is the exact sense in which the claim that actions have the 
power for recreating social conditions needs to be understood. 

In this theoretical model, there is not a simple or straightforward, im­
mediately sociological, equation between social attributes and cultural 
dispositions, but social position imposes its constrictions on subjective 
creativity. That is, that the social base does not determine practices, but it 
does establish the conditions of their possibility. Agents are free to invent, 
do, think, or act, but only within the limits of these conditions and in ac­
cordance with the resources their social position provides them with. Cul­
ture has infinite freedom to generate, but a freedom constrained by his­
torically specific social conditions. This explains why culture always 
tends to engender ideas and behaviors that are reasonable within a given 
system of objective regularities and that creativity is limited in its diver­
sity and only relatively not completely unpredictable. According to 
this weak or symbolically mediated objectivism, identities are actual­
ized as I have repeated in the subjective sphere, but that does not 
mean that they are socially arbitrary entities. Forms of cmsciousness can­
not be deduced from social structure, but there is a bond of affinity or suit­
ability between the two that becomes evident in the fact that ideas emerge 
and become embodied in certain social groups and not in others. And 
thus, for instance, Lynn Hunt argues heatedly, with respect to the French 
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Revolution, that a permanent "above" and "below" does not exist in 
causal terms. There is rather an interaction between ideas and reality, be­
tween intentions and circumstances, and between collective practices and 
social context. Hunt even claims that, in certain situations, the subjective 
(or political) sphere can become temporarily independent of its social 
base. Nonetheless, the claim that there is no relationship of determination 
does not imply that there is not a "fit or affinity" between social position 
and conduct, since certain ideas are "embraced more enthusiastically in 
some places and by some groups than in other places and groups." Which 
leads her to conclude that although "revolutionary politics cannot be de­
duced from the social identity of revolutionaries, then neither can it be di­
vorced from it: the Revolution was made by people, and some people 
were more attracted than others to the politics of revolution." [21] 

Adopting this theoretical outlook has obviously affected the profile of 
the object of historical studies and has forced a redefinition of the terms, 
methodological procedures, and conceptual tools of historical inquiry. 
Having ceased to take for granted that the study of social context per se 
provides the essential in the explanation of actions, the investigative gaze 
has shifted increasingly from the social and economic sphere to that of ex­
perience and representations, from the systems of positions to living situ­
ations, from collective norms to singular strategies. Once one reaches the 
horizon of new cultural history, research in history, as Hans Medick states, 
"is faced with a fundamental methodological conundrum, namely, how to 
comprehend and present the dual constitution of historical processes, the 
simultaneity of given and produced relations, the complex mutual inter­
dependence between encompassing structures and the concrete practice of 
'subjects, r between circumstances of life, relations of production and 
authority on the one hand, and the experiences and modes of behavior of 
those affected on the other."1221 From here on, practices (and not structure) 
are the starting point of social analysis, as practices are the space in which 
the meaningful interweaving between social coercion and individual ini­
tiative takes place. Inquiry has to start from manifest attitudes, experi­
ences, feelings, and behaviors, since the conceptualization agents make of 
reality and their ensuing actions and resulting ways of life are the imme­
diate framework of actions and the place where social relations shape 
themselves. This is the reason why new cultural historians devote more 
and more time to the study of the specific logic of the cultural, and attach, as 
well, such great importance to the cultural objects or devices that, in their 
opinion, take an active part in shaping identities and in moulding 
conducts. This is the case, for instance, of Judith Walkowitz and melo­
drama (in her study on sexual policy in Victorian Britain) or that of 
Michael Sonenscher and theatre, in his account of the constitution of the 
identity and practice of the sans-culottes. [23] 
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In short, historians are obliged to add a subjectivist moment, in which 
they must examine how and to what extent representations keep up or 
modify social conditions (as it is subjects who convert meaning into posi­
tive ingredients of social life), to the objectivist moment, in which repre­
sentations are placed in causal relationship with the social conditions that 
are their foundation. Given that social reality itself is also a subject of per­
ception, any historical inquiry must take into account both reality and its 
perception, as visions of the world not only form part of the world, but 
they also actively contribute to its construction. This is the meaning of the 
familiar Chartierian assertion that the world is a representation, or what 
the Thompsonian equation between class and class consciousness implies. 

Thus, if I had to summarize what has been said so far and do so in up-to­
date terminology I would say that the historiographical developments 
described here entailed a passage from a conception of language as exclu­
sively mimetic to a conception of language as not only mimetic but gener­
ative as well. From this point of view, although ideas and symbolic prac­
tices are a product of social conditions, they, in turn, operate on these 
conditions, reinforcing, reshaping, and giving cohesion to interests, identi­
ties, and social divisions. The theoretical assumption here, to use the preci­
sion and elegance of Carroll Smith-Rosenberg, implies society is the result of 
"the dialectic between language as social mirror and language as social 
agent."[24] This characterization of language as a mixed entity is the most 
advanced point that new cultural history reaches in its move away from 
the original core of social history. In any case, it is a formulation that 
reaffirms and proceeds along a path started some time ago by theories of 
language like the Bakhtinian one, rescued and revitalized, precisely, by new 
cultural historians or by authors, like Raymond Williams, who are close to 
them. [25] In recent years, this return to Bakhtin has not only intensified, but 
the Russian author has become a primordial resting point for those 
historians that are opposed to anyone who challenges the dichotomous 
theoretical model. 

Of course, as is well known, in the process of disengagement from clas­
sical social history and invigoration of human agency, some historians 
have taken a further step. They have gone beyond the limits of the mate­
rialist paradigm, have abandoned all trace of social causality, and have 
granted absolute autonomy, once again, to human subjectivity and cul­
ture (as well as to politics). In other words, they have restored the concept of 
rational subject and the intentional explanation of actions it implies. 
Even though their proposals often appear enriched with a more sophisti­
cated intersubjective, instead of merely individual, view of cultural uni­
verses, they have basically reverted to the theoretical horizon of tradi­
tional or presocial history. Such restoration converts these subjectivists 
into mere revisionist historians.[26] I am not, however, going to deal with 
this particular historiographical episode, the so-called revisionism al-
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ready referred to in this essay, since it hardly leads to any significant nov­
elty or theoretical innovation. 

The theoretical developments described so far have affected to the same 
extent both historical materialism and the Annales School, the two main 
trends of social history. Historical materialist historians underwent a sim­
ilar process of moving away from objectivism, and of gradually attribut­
ing an active role to subjectivity and culture in the shaping of identities 
and social practices. In its case too, this was a response to the existence of 
gaps between social position and consciousness, or, to be more precise, 
between what social theory prescribed as natural behavior and the actual 
conduct of people, a particularly disturbing fact in a leading field like la­
bor history, one that had been profusely used as a terrain for empirically 
verifying such social theory. To attempt to overcome and, at the same 
time, to explain these gaps, some Marxist historians, in tune with all the 
other social historians, resorted more and more to the notion of subjective 
or symbolic mediation, as they began to adopt a mixed notion of language 
and started to grant a growing relative autonomy to culture and politics. 
The Annales tradition has followed a similar trajectory. The historians of 
its fourth generation have reacted against a history of menta/it s based on 
the notion of "third level." Against its one-sided objectivism and its serial 
and quantitative methodology, unable to provide an account of individ­
ual production of meanings, Annalist new cultural historians uphold the 
creative nature of subjectivity, the relative sovereignty of the cultural, and 
the capacity of individuals to generate social ties and implement living 
strategies that transcend structural coercions. In the Annalist field, this 
conception of society reaches its summit in the work, both theory and ap­
plied research, of authors like Roger Chartier or Bernard Lepetit.[27] 

But apart from triggering an internal evolution in established tradi­
tions, new cultural history has generated new kinds of historical prac­
tice, now familiar characters of the current historiographical landscape. 
In applying the new theory of society, historians have been pressed not 
only to analyze historical processes in terms of interaction between 
structure and action, but to reduce, as well, the scale of observation in 
order to grasp more fully such interaction in its specific operation. In 
fact, the new theory of society demands, as a prime requisite, that the 
space corresponding to structural determination in historical processes 
be delimited as precisely as possible from the space that corresponds to 
the freedom of subjects to design and put into practice their particular 
strategies of action. With the explicit purpose of getting a grip on the 
play of forces between the structural and the subjective in their speci­
ficity, two of the most characteristic modalities of sociocultural history 
were born, Microhistory and Alltagsgeschichte or German history of 
everyday life. 
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Microhistory emerged with the aim of grasping the interrelationship be­
tween social structure and action, between systems of norms and personal 
strategies in their concrete individual and daily historical expression, in or­
der to unravel the contribution of action and personal strategies to the 
making of social relations. Paraphrasing Natalie Z. Davies, one could say 
that it aims to scrutinize and poke around in the small, often invisible, in­
teractions between structural constraint and individual singularity in an 
effort to reconstruct the dynamic of experience.[28] In order to attain this 
goal, it is necessary to reduce the scale of observation and to carry out an 
intensive study of historical sources. Only in this way it is possible to 
examine closely the process of formation of consciousness, that is, the way 
in which people, although inscribed in social and normative structures, 
create the meanings that underlie and guide their actions. That is why, 
on the one hand, microhistorians focus their attention on contradictions 
within normative systems and on the fragmentation and plurality of the 
points of view that make societies fluid and open and cause them to change 
through slight and constant choices that operate in the interstices of the 
complex incoherencies of every system. And why, on the other hand, 
microhistorians shift their investigative gaze from socioeconomic 
processes, state institutions, and social elites toward inventive uses and 
resources deployed by traditionally anonymous individuals, small 
groups, or communities. As Giovanni Levi states, if one looks for a more 
realistic description of human behavior, one must recognize the relative 
freedom beyond, although not outside, the constraints of prescriptive and 
oppressive normative systems. From this point of view, "all social action is 
seen to be the result of an individual's constant negotiation, manipulation, 
choices and decisions in the face of a normative reality which, though 
pervasive, nevertheless offers many possibilities for personal 
interpretations and freedoms." The crucial issue is, therefore, to define the 
margins of individuals' freedom, the extent and nature of free will within the 
general structure of human society.[29] 
Something similar could be said of Alltagsgeschichte, born in reaction to 

what is called German historical social science. The purpose of Alltags­
geschichte, according to the claims of its theorists and practitioners, is to 
analyze the concrete forms in which individuals, actively and creatively, 
appropriate their social conditions and transform them into practice. As 
Alf Liidtke argues, the location of individuals and groups is determined 
by the systems of relations of production, but these do not explain by 
themselves the "particular activity" and the "way of life," since the con­
ditions for action are something given and, at the same time, a product of 
the action itself.[30]What historical analysis has, thus, to capture is the play 
of differences between social situation and conduct, the way in which so­
cial actors interpret, press on, or reject the former, because, as historians 
of this school like to say, paraphrasing the well-known maxim of Karl 
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Marx "men" make history in given circumstances, but they make it! It is 
this purpose of reconstructing the forms of practice in which individuals 
appropriate their social conditions that has led Alltagsgeschichte, as Geoff 
Eley writes, to shift the historian's agenda from impersonal social 
processes to the experiences of human actors. Although, as Eley warns, 
this is not "to supplant but to specify and enrich the understanding of 
structural processes of social change." In this case too, the ambition of his­
torians is simply to overcome any dichotomy opposing objective and sub­
jective factors.[31] As a result, Alltagsgeschichte, like Microhistory, focuses on 
small units, in which the density of living situations and contexts of action 
can be made visible, and on the actions of the ordinary people and the 
"nameless" multitudes, who had remained largely anonymous in history. 

III 

However, as I have stressed, my main purpose in this first chapter is not to 
offer an account of theoretical developments in the discipline of history 
over the last century or to characterize the preceding forms of history in 
order to be able to appreciate with greater clarity its contrast with 
postsocial history. This chapter has been written with the aim of 
highlighting the theoretical patterns and the conceptual logic that have 
governed such developments. And in this respect, the conclusion seems 
obvious: in all this time, the historiographical debate has consisted of 
and adopted the form of a permanent tension or confrontation between 
objectivism and subjectivism, between materialism and idealism, be­
tween social coercion and individual freedom. In both the quarrel be­
tween social history and traditional-revisionist history and the internal 
evolution of social history itself, it has been this tension or confronta­
tion that has governed the process of theoretical renewal in historical 
studies. And the predominance of this dichotomous conceptual frame­
work has had a double consequence. On the one hand, it has meant that 
any weakening of one of the terms of the binomial could only lead to 
the other one being strengthened and vice versa, thus subjecting histo­
rians to a kind of vicious circle or perennial pendulum-like movement 
from which escape is impossible. On the other hand, it has implied the 
fencing off of a field of disciplinary concerns and the definition of a cer­
tain range of relevant problems. In particular, it has implied that any 
theoretical reflection and any empirical inquiry have to be aimed at de­
termining what the exact relationship is between the two components of 
that binomial, that is, at determining the degree of dependency of 
consciousness and actions with respect to social context. The answers to 
this question given by historians range, as we have seen, from those 



18 Chapter 1 

who grant an absolute autonomy to subjectivity, to those who consider it 
an expression of the social sphere, and those who advocate some kind of 
combination of the two stances. 

In recent years, however, the historiographical debate seems to have en­
tered a new phase. The reason is that some historians have ceased to pose 
discussion and to tackle analysis in the conventional dichotomous terms 
and they have started, for the frrst time, to try to avoid altogether the 
dilemma between social explanation and intentional explanation in which 
historical analysis had been secularly trapped. A feeling of disenchantment 
seems to have driven such historians. Despite the profound theoretical re­
formulation carried out by new cultural history and its notable degree of 
conceptual sophistication, the shortcomings and anomalies of the classical 
social paradigm have not been resolved. Thus, instead of continuing to 
combine and recombine the same ingredients, as they had been doing up to 
this point, these historians began, in practice, to question social structure or 
human agency as primary components of historical processes and, there­
fore, that the explanation of action lies in the relation, of whatever type this 
may be, between both instances. On the contrary, these are not primary in­
stances, but both are derived ones and, therefore, they cannot be taken as a 
foundation for social theory. Thus, it is not a case of reducing the domains 
of social causality and widening those of rational action (or vice versa), but 
of attributing to individuals' practice and to resulting social relations a very 
different origin and nature. The consequence of this has been the emergence 
of a new view of society, one equally opposed to that of social-new cultural 
history and to that of traditional history, making it possible, at the present 
time, the coexistence of three, instead of only two, historiographical para­
digms in conflict. Which means that reverting back to subjectivism (be it 
partially or completely) is not the only possible alternative to social history, 
as there is another, quite different option. 

If my diagnosis is correct and if the aforementioned dilemma between 
materialism and idealism is really being overcome by historical scholar­
ship, in practice, then there does not seem to be any compelling reason to 
place the frontier of historiographical debate in the preceding phase, to re­
strict, in other words, the critical review of social history to it or to en­
trench oneself theoretically to that previous boundary.[32] Instead of a 
final goal, new cultural history has only been an especially fruitful phase in 
the relentless search for an answer to the question of why people behave 
as they do. In the end, one could say, paraphrasing Jon Lawrence and 
Miles Taylor, that the emerging theory of society of postsocial history is 
really no more than a novel attempt to resolve the same "problems" that 
the debates surrounding E. P. Thompson's The Poverty of Theory had 
already tried to resolve.[33] 



2 

Beyond the 

Cultural Turn: Discourse 
and Postsocial History 

I 

After this necessary preamble, I can now proceed to unfold the concrete 
terms in which the dichotomous and objectivist model has been 
significantly rethought in the last two decades and, thereafter, I can begin 
to put forward the basic assumptions of the new theory of society just 
now emanating from that recent rumination. I start with a general pre­
sentation of the theoretical framework of postsocial history. More detailed 
description of its major components, with illustrative examples from rel­
evant works, follows. 

Immediately evident when frrst examining historiographical develop­
ments since the 1980s, and especially those from the 1990s, is an increas­
ing and marked decline of the concept of objective reality and, conse­
quently, of that of social causality as well. Such a decline is indeed the 
very triggering factor and theoretical diving force of these developments. 
Thus, when reading recent historical studies in which authors address, 
some more explicitly than others, what is, for many members of the his­
tory profession, troublingly resilient dilemma, it is easy to notice a grow­
ing and resolute calling into question of the assumption that social reality 
is a structure, in the sense that it possesses intrinsic meanings, and that, 
thus, social conditions of existence project themselves, in the form of rep­
resentations, on individuals' consciousness and determine their behavior. 
When these particular scholars undertake such scrutiny they carry out 
their explorations with the more or less express purpose of finding an al­
ternative to social history. And, for them, a successful one would also be 



20 Chapter 2 

able to effectively sidestep any recourse to the idealist explanatory model 
and to its notion of rational subject. 
The basic idea that has been making headway is that, as historical 

scholarship is showing, social sphere is not an objective or structural en­
tity, and, therefore, there is no causal connection between individuals' so­
cial position and their meaningful practice. On the contrary, this scholar­
ship is showing that the meanings that individuals confer on social 
context and the place they occupy in it, and depending on which they or­
ganize, orient, and make sense of their practice, have a very distinct 
source and are constituted by a historical process essentially different 
from the one assumed by social historians. A process that had not been 
noted or heeded until a short while ago and one that is impossible to 
grasp, comprehend, or analyze with a dichotomous theoretical scheme, 
and whose existence forces us to provide a new explanation for the ac­
tions of historical agents and the shaping of social relations and institu­
tions. Thus, just as critical questioning of the concept of individual or ra­
tional subject led, in its time, to the decline of traditional history and laid 
the foundations of social history, the erosion of the concept of social struc­
ture is giving rise to the current emergence of postsocial history and, with 
it, of a picture of society that is not only more complex, dynamic, and mul­
tirelational, but also and more importantly, one governed by a different 
causal logic. 

The main reason why these historians call the objective character of social 
reality into doubt is because the incorporation of social reality into 
consciousness always occurs through conceptualization of that reality. 
Which means that social context only starts to condition the conduct of in­
dividuals once they have conceptualized it, or made it meaningful in 
some way, but never before. And, therefore, social conditions become 
structural and start to work as a causal factor of practice once they have 
reached some kind of meaningful existence, and not merely because of 
their material existence. At first glance, this statement may not appear to 
contain anything that cannot be found in new cultural history. As we 
know, new cultural historians had already rebelled against the tenet of 
classical social history that actions are socially determined regardless of 
any awareness agents may have of it, and they had gone on to maintain 
that social position is only translated into action once its meaning is cul­
turally and experientially discerned by individuals in the course of prac­
tice. On just such presumed affinity rests, precisely, the call for concilia­
tion between new cultural history and postsocial history. 

However, as soon as one takes the historiographical examination fur­
ther, it becomes clear that postsocial historians have gone beyond their 
new cultural counterparts, reaching a point in their rethinking of the ob­
jectivist paradigm that new cultural historians, still immersed in a di-
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chotomous outlook, could hardly obtain. Although saying, like new cul­
tural history, social context only becomes a causal factor of historical 
processes once it has been conceptualized, postsocial history actually re­
defines the very genealogy and nature of the categories by means of 
which this conceptualization is carried out. Any impression of affinity is 
only an apparent one. Once postsocial history undertakes such redefini­
tion, a pronounced discontinuity between new cultural history and a 
postsocial one becomes patent. We are talking about two very different 
kinds of history. Once that redefinition has been done, the conceptualiza­
tion of social reality can no longer be considered as an act of conscious­
ness or of experiential discernment of the intrinsic properties (meanings, 
interests, identities) of such a reality, but, rather, as an act of a completely 
different nature. 

Let us not forget that, for both social and new cultural history, cate­
gories, concepts, or cognitive patterns of perception used by individuals 
to apprehend and meaningfully arrange social reality, are a reflection, rep­
resentation, or internalization of social reality itself. Either because these 
categories are mere labels of real social phenomena (such as society, class, 
sex, property, works, public sphere, or market) or because they are cul­
tural, ideological, or symbolic expressions of social context or divisions 
(like those of individual, natural rights, freedom, sexuality, nation, bour­
geoisie, proletariat, or social revolution). Be that as it may, the essential 
point is that, in both cases, categories are considered a means of transmit­
ting the attributes of a previously existing social objectivity and that ac­
tion grounded on these categories is socially determined. 

It is on this point, precisely, that a profound and far-reaching theoretical 
shift has come about over the past two decades. During these years, the as­
sumption that has gradually taken shape in the field of historical scholar­
ship is that the body of categories through which individuals grasp and 
meaningfully arrange social reality and organize their practice is not a 
subjective reflection of an objective social structure, but a specijic social 
realm. It is a particular domain with its own historical logic. The concepts 
individuals apply to their social environment are not mere mental repro­
ductions of it nor do the categories or principles on which individuals base 
their practice have their origin in the social sphere (of course, they are not 
purely rational, intellectual creations of some underived, ahistorical, and 
autonomous subject either). On the contrary, according to postsocial his­
torians, the concepts and categories that form the base of practice and of 
social relations constitute a complex relational network that is neither ob­
jective nor subjective and whose origin, in causal terms, is different from 
and external to the two instances (real referent and subjectivity) that they 
put into relation. In the same way, conceptual or categorial changes are not 
simply the consequence of changes in social context but happen through 
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a specific mechanism of reproduction. In sum, and as Margaret R. Somers 
cogently says, these categories are neither internalized values nor exteri­
orized interests but constitute, instead, an independent relational struc­
ture that develops and changes on the basis of its own internal rules and 
processes and, as well, in historical interaction with other domains of so­
ciallife.[l] 

In recent efforts to name this historical realm and its specific historical 
logic, scholars have coined, or borrowed from other disciplines, various 
terms, seeming, in some cases, to strew their work with odd new words. 
But, with sufficient usage, many have now become much more familiar to 
us and can even be quite useful. Unlike most, the term discourse was al­
ready well established and has been employed in ways that allow, even 
animate, its current appropriation. Most, as indicated, are more recent, 
and some are less familiar because of the sense in which they are presently 
employed, for example, terms like meta-narrative, master-narrative, or 
even just narrative. On other occasions, authors have turned to primarily 
descriptive labels, such as categorial/ conceptual matrix, body, network, 
code, set, or framework. Here, in this work on recent developments in his­
toriography, all these terms are taken to be synonymous and used indis­
tinctly. I am, though, inclined to favor discourse. Steady, serious rumina­
tion has accompanied its long existence, and such rooted chewing 
provides valuable insight when facing difficult questions about the pro­
duction of meaning. No matter the issue of terminological diversity, all 
these various terms refer to an always already extant system of rules of 
signification that actively mediates between people and social reality and 
creates the space in which both objects and subjects are forged in any his­
torical situation. Such is impossible to grasp with the standard dual 
scheme, which actually denies it. 

It would seem quite logical to proceed to unfold at this point the his­
torical reasons and evidence that have led postsocial history to formulate 
its theoretical premise about the origin and historical specificity of con­
cepts and categories. I have preferred, however, for reasons of practical 
priority, to leave this to one side for the moment and to continue, instead, 
with preliminary exploration of the implications this premise has for so­
cial theory and for historical analysis. In any case, those who wish to do 
so can change the sequence and read the last section of this chapter first. 

II 

In a purely descriptive sense, the term discourse refers to the coherent 
body of categories, concepts, and principles by means of which individu­
als apprehend and conceptualize reality (and, in particular, social reality) 
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and through which they implement their practice in a given historical sit­
uation. A discourse is a conceptual grid of visibility, specification, and 
classification by means of which individuals endow social contexts with 
meaning and confer sense on their relations with them, through which 
they conceive and define themselves as subjects and agents, and by 
which, consequently, they regulate and guide their social practice.[2] But, 
as I have pointed out, what makes the concept of discourse, in relatively 
recent decades, one of the most far-reaching theoretical and analytical 
innovations in the field of historical study and the social sciences is the 
subsequent claim that such a categorial body constitutes a specific social 
realm. This being so that discourses are really not social representations 
or rational creations allows at least two more claims. First, that discourse 
historically operates as a veritable system of meanings, in the sense that it 
is not a means of transmitting the meanings of reality but, rather, an 
active component of the process of constituting those meanings. Or 
what amounts to the same thing, the meanings reality acquires when 
conceptualized are not previously inscribed in or determined by reality 
itself, but depend on the categorial body that people bring into play in 
each case. Second, that if discourse is neither a means through which 
social sphere exercises its determination, nor is it an instrument in the 
hands of rational subjects, then discourse operates, in the configuration 
of historical processes, as an independent variable (and it must be taken 
as such in historical inquiry). This twofold claim is certainly 
crucial a cornerstone to the emerging theory of society and the new 
historiographical paradigm. 

Thus, a discourse is, as Joan W. Scott asserts, a specific structure of state­
ments, terms, and categories, historically, socially, and institutionally es­
tablished, that operates as a veritable meaning-constituting system 
through which meanings are constructed and cultural practices orga­
nized, and through which people represent and understand their world, 
including who they are and how they relate to others.[3]1t is in the "social 
discourse," as James Vernon writes, where events (both real and imagi­
nary) are endowed with a significance and coherence they would other­
wise lack and, therefore, it is such a discourse that enables subjects to 
make moral sense of the world and imagine themselves as agents within 
it.[4]For Margaret R. Somers, a meta-narrative is a "causal emplotment" 
providing the conceptual framework and sequence that give significance 
to independent instances and translate mere events into episodes. By 
making a selective appropriation of the unlimited series of social events, 
this conceptual network determines how these events are processed and 
what criteria will be used to prioritize and render meaning to them.[S] 

If one also adds that every discourse specifically contains or involves a 
social imaginary or a general conception of society, it implies that discourses 
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have the power to provide the structuring principles of social relations 
and institutions, to project in practices, and to become embodied in iden­
tities. Thus, along with discourse, the notion of social imaginary has be­
come one of the central pieces in the ongoing reconstruction of social the­
ory, appearing more and more in works of both theoretical elaboration 
and empirical research. The term social imaginary refers to the set of as­
sumptions or principles concerning the working and changes of human 
society through which people make sense of social events, conceive and 
delimit themselves as subjects, and design and justify their practice. This 
is the notion that one can find, for example, in one of the most salient con­
tributions to the issue, authored by philosopher and social theorist 
Charles Taylor. [6] 

Although focused on its modem variant, Taylor's paper outlines the 
main features of social imaginary and, above all, unfolds its performative 
and normative effects on social life. According to Taylor, social imaginary is 
not a set of ideas but the background that enables them. Social imaginary 
is, therefore, what enables, through making sense of them, the practices of 
a society as well (91). Or in Joyce's words, social imaginary does not refer 
to particular representations or actions but to the foundational 
assumptions about what counts as an adequate representation or practice 
in the first place; it is a notion that can be used to describe the most basic 
conceptual conditions of possibility for a society's operation. [7] From this 
point of view, social imaginary is the understanding background existing 
well before people begin to think about their world and, therefore, is what 
establishes the context of action and makes practices possible. Insofar as it 
provides people with a theory of society or conceptual framework for 
understanding and analyzing social phenomena, social imaginary also 
provides them with their expectations, prefiguring, thus, their practices 
(91-93). As Taylor emphasizes, in his effort to explain what he is trying to 
get at with the term, social imaginary is something much broader and 
deeper than the intellectual schemes people may entertain when thinking 
about social reality in a disengaged mode. He has in mind, instead, the 
ways in which people imagine their social existence, how they fit together 
with others, how things go on between them and their fellows, and their 
expectations, ones usually met and the deeper normative notions and im­
ages underlying expectations. For every social imaginary incorporates a 
sense of the normal expectations that we have of one another, the kind of 
common understanding which enables us to carry out the collective prac­
tices that make up our social life. That is, it incorporates some sense of 
how we all fit together in carrying out common practice. From this point of 
view, social imaginary is not only that common understanding that 
makes common practices possible, but a widely shared sense of legiti­
macy as well. It is, as Taylor stresses, both factual and "normative," since 
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it provides us not only a sense of how things usually go, but also an idea of 
how they ought to go, of what missteps would invalidate the practice 
(106-108). 

Thus, in adopting and applying the concept of discourse (or social 
imaginary), postsocial scholars, one might say, give an account of the fact 
that people experience the world, establish relations among themselves, 
and undertake their actions, always from within a categorial matrix that 
they cannot transcend and that effectively influences their living activi­
ties. Or, as Trevor Purvis and Alan Hunt argue, the concept of discourse 
attempts to grasp the fact that people live and experience always within a 
discourse, in the sense that this imposes a framework that limits what can 
be experienced or the meaning that experience can encompass, and 
thereby influences allowing or impeding what can be said and done. [8] 
An example of discourse, one that has become a clich , is the so-called 
modem discourse, whose grid of categories, over the last two centuries, 
has worked to generate much social, political, cultural, scientific, and eth­
ical practice, first in the West and later in the rest of the world. Somers de­
scribes its liberal variant ("Anglo-American citizenship theory") as a gen­
uine relational matrix of epistemological assumptions with a capacity to 
establish rules for including and excluding evidence, modes of structur­
ing of temporal and spatial patterns, or criteria for what counts as public 
or private domains. It has, thus, the capacity to shape the conduct of in­
dividuals and their social and political relations.[9] Discourses, then, con­
stitute structured configurations of relationships among concepts, con­
nected to each other by virtue of sharing the same conceptual network. 
And subsequent implications include the following two. First, every con­
cept can be deciphered only in terms of its "place" in relation to other con­
cepts in its web[10] (and not in terms of its link with a real referent). Second, 
the activation of a concept, for the purpose of endowing either reality or 
social practice with sense, mobilizes the whole categorial network to 
which it belongs. And, therefore, the latter must be taken into account as a 
capital explanatory factor of individuals' meaningful reactions to social 
environment and, in particular, to changes in this.[ll] 

Thus, the appearance and adoption of the concept of discourse have 
meant that a sharp distinction and a clear separation have been drawn be­
tween concept and meaning, with the consequent location of the two in dif­
ferent social spaces. That is, the distinction and separation (both theoretical 
and empirical) between, on the one hand, the categories through 
which individuals apprehend and make sense of social reality and, on the 
other, the meanings and forms of consciousness (interpretations, ideas, 
beliefs, value systems) that result from this operation. Of the two, only 
meanings should be considered subjective entities, in the sense that 
agents are not only aware, fully, of their existence but handle them at will 
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in the course of their practice and social interactions. This is not the case 
of concepts, as these come to people fully formed by a given discourse or 
social imaginary of whose existence and mediation they are usually un­
aware. Concepts not only impose on and transcend subjects themselves, 
but lie beyond their intentional control. Let me illustrate such a distinction 
with a trivial example. The concepts of freedom, equality, individual, cit­
izenship, and class are one thing, and the ideas of freedom, equality, indi­
viduality, citizenship, or class that people forge as a consequence of these 
concepts being brought into play are something quite different. From 
which, in tum, it follows that if people can aspire to be free and equal and 
if they feel like rational individuals or citizens with rights or identify 
themselves as members of a class, it is because the respective concepts al­
ready existed. Using somewhat more technical and recently resonant 
terms, one can say postsocial history has, in essence, adopted a new con­
cept of language. Or to be more thorough, postsocial history has distin­
guished operationally between the conventional notion of language as a 
means of communication and the notion of language as a pattern of meanings, 
and has based its theory of society on the latter and not on the former ex­
clusively. This distinction between language as mere vocabulary or 
nomenclature to designate events, things, or ideas and language as an ac­
tive generator of the meanings with which such events, things, or ideas 
are endowed constitutes the major theoretical driving force of the ongo­
ing reorientation in historical studies. The greater or lesser acceptance of 
this distinction has recently become a real touchstone for characterizing 
and classifying historians and, eventually, social scientists in general. 

Of course, this distinction is not to be found in the two previous histo­
riographical paradigms, nor, given their grounding in a dichotomous 
view of society, is it one that either paradigm could have been made. For 
both, there is no such fundamental difference between categories and 
meanings because, since they do not recognize the former as specific in­
stances, both are encompassed within the parcel of subjective entities. 
Whether they are rational creations or social reflections, concepts and 
ideas or categories and words are the same thing, and they have a similar 
nature and function. Until the concept of discourse emerged, historical 
scholarship had only made use of a notion of language as vocabulary or 
means of communication. For idealist or traditional history, language is a 
subjective or intersubjective creation and a means of transmitting 
thoughts, as well as an instrument through which subjects deploy their 
actions in the world. In more modem variants of idealist history, like so­
called contextualism, language is conceived as a cultural resource, as a 
menu of available concepts that subjects use and handle at will, confer­
ring whatever meanings they wish on them. Contextualists accept that in­
dividuals always think and act within conceptual or linguistic universes 
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but, with their continued attachment to the notion of rational subject or 
intentional agent, contextualists rule out the capacity for concepts them­
selves to impose on their users and, thus, to play an active role in the pro­
duction of meanings. For contextualists, as David Harlan states, the indi­
vidual is a creative agent self-consciously manipulating a "polyvalent" 
language system. And, thus, for example, a writer stands outside and be­
fore that system, confronting it as a set of verbal possibilities to be manip­
ulated and exploited in order to realize his or her intentions. And the re­
sulting text is, as for J. A. G. Pocock, an expression of the author's 
consciousness, untouched by any trace of meaningful construction.[12] 
For materialist history, language is a means of communication too, not of a 
rational subject but of a social subject and, therefore, it is the means 
by which social contexts and divisions are translated into subjectivity and 
action. Finally, as we know, new cultural history grants language a 
generative function, but only as a symbolic means, not as a pattern of 
meanings. For new cultural history, meanings continue to have an 
existence prior to and independent of concepts, which do nothing more 
than provide such meanings with a verbal form. 

Unlike previous types of history, based on an instrumental and constata­
tive notion of language, postsocial history is grounded on a constitutive or 
performative notion, one in which language does not just transmit thoughts 
or reflect the meanings of social context, but actually takes part in the con­
stitution of both. Indeed, as postsocial authors argue, the only way to 
overcome the explanatory shortcomings of the dichotomous framework is 
to cease conceiving of language as only vocabulary and to start treating 
language as a pattern of meanings one that takes an active part in con­
stituting the objects people talk about and the subjects who translate such 
meanings into action. As Joan W. Scott likes to repeat, language is not just 
words or utterances, but whole ways of thinking, of understanding how 
the world operates and what one's place is in it. To continue, Scott warns, 
to use the term language only in the sense of vocabulary or words, is tore­
duce it to literal utterances, to just another datum to collect, and to lose, 
then, all notion of how meaning is constructed.[13] 

The advent of the concept of language as a categorial pattern, different 
from language as a means of communication, vocabulary or factual label, 
has primarily led to the formulation of a new theory of production of mean­
ings (and, therefore, of the making of consciousness.) As I have already 
pointed out, recent historical scholarship is making clear that, given the 
specific nature of categories for conceptualizing social reality, the mean­
ings that individuals grant to social phenomena (including their location 
in socioeconomic relations) are not attributes that these possess and that 
language merely designates, transmits, or makes conscious. Rather, they 
are attributes that social phenomena acquire when a certain discursive 
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pattern of meaning is applied to them. Meanings (and the forms of sub­
jectivity they give rise to) are not representations or expressions of their 
social referents, but, instead, the effects of discursive mediation itself. 
What a social event, situation, or location means for a historical agent 
(and that induces it to act in a certain manner) is not something that de­
pends on or follows from that event, situation, or location, as if each pos­
sessed a sort of essential being. What each may mean depends, instead, 
on the categorial network through which each has been conceptualized or 
made meaningful. 

For postsocial paradigm, the meanings of social reality are constituted 
through an operation of dijforentiation (and not one of reflection, as social 
historians claim). Which is to say, basically, that if every new social phe­
nomenon is always grasped through a preexisting conceptual framework, 
then the meaning with which that phenomenon is endowed is born out of 
the differential relation or contrast between existing concepts. If every so­
cial phenomenon is always apprehended and made intelligible in terms of 
preceding meaningful phenomena, then its meaning stems from a reor­
ganization, updating, adaptation, or widening of a previously existing 
network of meanings to include and make room for the new phenome­
non.[14] Meanings, as in social history, continue to have a link with the 
social context that is their referent, but it is no longer a representational 
or objective link, but a merely material one. And that is why postsocial 
historians have ceased to conceive of consciousness as an expression, 
of whatever kind, of social position, since consciousness does not arise 
from an act of awareness or experiential discernment of objective 
meanings, but, on the contrary, from an operation of differential 
construction of such a position. 

Meanings have lost their former condition of subjective expressions to 
become historically shifting sets of relationships that are contingently sta­
bilized in a point of historical time. [ 15] Since social referents cannot fix 
their meanings, as these are dependent upon discursive conditions, 
meanings are always in a state of precarious equilibrium and 
threatened by the watchful presence of other meanings, ready to invade 
their territory and expel them from it, to make them disappear. As Keith 
M. Baker states, meanings are "always implicitly at risk."[16] Because, 
as new categorial frameworks emerge, the same real phenomena, 
sometimes suddenly, take on new meanings and lose or see their former 
meanings altered, and they cease to be interpreted, enunciated, 
characterized, or classified as had been done up until that new moment. 
It is here, and not in changes in the social context of perception nor in 
developments of human thought, where one should look for an answer 
to John E. Toews's thoughtful and crucial question "why certain 
meanings arise, persist, and collapse at particular times and in specific 
socio-cultural situations."[17] 
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This new theory of the production of meanings is having far-reaching 
repercussions on the historical study of society, and some of these have al­
ready been pointed out or suggested earlier in this book. Such a theory in­
valves a complete rethinking of standard notions of objectivity and sub­
jectivity, as well as an urging to adopt a new concept of action, different 
from both the intentional and the social or structural ones. Concerning ob­
jectivity, the new theory essentially implies that objectivity is not cotermi­
nous or coextensive with reality. That is, social objects are not implicit in 
the social facts or phenomena that are their material support or referent, 
but are constituted as such in the very process of discursive conceptual­
ization of social phenomena. If meanings are not representations of social 
objects whose attributes have merely been labeled, then social objects 
emerge from discursive mediation itself, and through a process of differ­
entiation from other objects. From this point of view, only social phenom­
ena have a previous existence, but not the objects they give rise to. The lat­
ter can emerge (turning such phenomena into relevant factors of social 
practice) or not emerge at all, or they can adopt the most diverse phys­
iognomies, all depending on discursive conditions. And thus, for exam­
ple, race, place of birth, homosexuality, tongue, class, poverty, hunger, 
madness, social inequalities, or economic crises, although they irrefutably 
exist as real phenomena, only become objects (and start to mold behavior) 
once they have been endowed with meaning within a certain discursive 
regime and depending on the meaning they have acquired. And, of 
course, if every being, as something different from mere existence, is con­
stituted within a discourse, then this implies, as Emesto Laclau and Chan­
tal Mouffe point out, that it is not possible to differentiate the discursive, 
in terms of being, from any other area of social reality.[18] Thus, 
postsocial history does not limit itself to historicizing objects. It does not 
advocate a sort of historical relativism, according to which the same 
object is perceived in different ways depending on the historical 
moment in time. If such were so, postsocial history would be nothing 
new compared with social history. Instead, what postsocial history carries 
out is a deep rethinking of the very nature of objects, which have ceased 
to be social and have become discursive. 

The same has happened with the notion of subjectivity. By virtue of the 
new theory of production of meanings, individuals' subjectivity cannot 
continue to be regarded either as a rational autonomous realm or as a re­
flection of social context. Subjectivity (including identity) is rather a de­
pository of the meanings with which individuals endow social world and 
their place in it, by applying a certain discursive framework or social 
imaginary. By moving subjectivity away from both rational action and so­
cial structure, postsocial history is, thus, calling into question and leaving 
behind the concept of culture as well as that of ideology. Even though the 
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term culture can have many different senses, some of which even come 
close to the concept of discourse, in its prevailing historiographical use, 
culture has usually been conceived as a subjective sphere, whether ra­
tional or representationa1.[19] As for ideology as false consciousness, it 
must also be eradicated from historical scholarship, since it implies the 
existence of a social being that, although possibly veiled or activated 
symbolically, is discemable in the final instance, and has the capacity to 
become embodied in consciousness and to project itself in action. As 
Anson Rabinbach argues, if language is what "naturalizes" social reality 
and, thus, provides individuals with the certainty necessary to 
undertake their actions, then one must put aside from social analysis any 
notion of ideology, with its purpose of illuminating the real social truth 
mystified by the veil of class interest. As Rabinbach himself says, the 
problem of false consciousness has given way to the problem of how 
representation is organized and, therefore, the point is no longer to 
"unmask" ideological falsity with the white light of truth, but to analyze 
the "unnatural" and linguistic process of construction of 
consciousness itself. [20] 

The collapse in standard notions of objectivity and subjectivity has led 
to and paralleled the decline of the dichotomous theoretical model as a 
tool, in any of its forms, of social analysis. The replacement of the reality­
consciousness dualism with the reality-discourse-consciousness triad 
starts that decline but, above all, it is with the incorporation of this third 
factor into historical analysis. With the latter, objects and subjects (struc­
ture and agency) lose their previous condition of primary components of 
social processes and become, instead, derived, secondary entities. Both 
social structure and cultural dispositions have turned out to be effects of 
the same process of meaningful construction of social reality.[21] In 
particular, the concepts of base and superstructure have collapsed and, 
along with them, the picture of society as a systemic totality that is implicit 
in an objective social base, and of which the superstructure is a 
reflection or function. This is the very reason why the secular and 
absorbing debate on the degree of autonomy of the cultural (or political) 
realm with respect to social context has become obsolete. The purpose of 
historical research has markedly changed, from determining the degree 
of fit between the two instances (as if there were a causal connection 
between them), to trying to unravel the specific process of discursive 
mediation through which the social has given rise to the cultural. 

Finally, the concept of discourse and the resulting theory of production 
of meanings have brought about a new concept of social action. Social 
practice and behavior have ceased to be explained in terms either of hu­
man agency or of social determination (or of some kind of combination of 
the two), and it have begun to be explained in completely different terms. 
If forms of consciousness are not subjective reflections of social context, 
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but effects of a meaningful construction of it, then actions grounded on 
those effects are not determined by social context itself but depend, in­
stead, on the specific way in which it has been discursively conceptual­
ized. And, therefore, it is in discursive or conceptual mediation itself 
where the causes of such actions are to be found. Any action is, 
doubtlessly and as social history maintains, a response to pressure or re­
quirements of social context, but it is a response that is discursively medi­
ated, not a structurally determined one. As Patrick Joyce sums it up: to 
identify one thing in tenn.s of another is always to reinterpret and remake, to 
being anew, indeed to "constitute" or "prefigure" the world, but, and 
furthermore, if something new is always addressed in terms of something 
old, then it "means that 'agency' is built into the nature of language."22 
From which it follows, in tum, that if actions are not a structural effect or 
function, but effects of the historical deployment of discourse, then the 
practical efficacy of actions does not have a theoretical base, but, rather, a 
rhetorical one. Such an efficacy does not depend on the greater or lesser 
agreement between consciousness and reality, but on the degree of influ­
ence or historical prevalence of the underlying discursive regime. And 
thus, for example, many struggles of labor movement were effective for 
decades not because they reflected a sort of natural trend of capitalist so­
ciety, but because people involved were imbued with the categories, 
tenets, and expectations of modem social imaginary, thinking of and fac­
ing such struggles as, specifically, a revolutionary threat. 

With all that said, I can now proceed to sum up the central premise of 
the theory of society that has been taking shape in the field of historical 
studies over the last couple of decades. This premise says that in any his­
torical situation, there is a specific categorial matrix or pattern of mean­
ings through which individuals enter into meaningful relation with their 
social environment, and through which they implement and confer sense 
on its practice. That matrix or pattern takes an active part in the making 
of the meanings with which social environment and location are en­
dowed, and thereby its mediation actively contributes to the shaping of 
consciousness and identity, and really works as a causal foundation for 
actions and social relations and institutions. From this perspective, dis­
cursive mediation is not only an essential component, but also a capital 
explanatory variable of social processes. 

However, as the theoretical status granted to reality by the emerging 
theory of society has become one of the main issues of controversy and 
critique, it would be wise to avoid precipitated conclusions and disabling 
misunderstandings and to be a little more precise about the exact role that 
postsocial history confers on social reality in the shaping of conscious­
ness, practice, and social relations. As should be already clear, postsocial 
history is antiobjectivist, not antirealist. What it calls into question is not 
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the existence of social reality, but the claim that this is objective, in the ba­
sic sense already stated that it possesses intrinsic meanings and, by virtue 
of this, has the capacity to determine the meaningful actions of individu­
als. In other words, one can hold that a real phenomenon or situation is 
objective only if it involves or is able to give rise to, even if only poten­
tially, a certain response, belief, attitude, or action, if it is able to generate 
a meaningful behavior and not just a merely material, physical, or bodily 
reaction. If such is not the case, then real phenomena cannot be consid­
ered objective entities, but only real ones. Thus, despite the insistence of 
some critics on charging postsocial history with the rather absurd and in­
comprehensible charge of wanting to delete any distinction between fact 
and fiction, what postsocial historians do is simply distinguish between 

fact and object. That is, they make a distinction between real and mean­
ingful phenomena and claim that the latter is not a causal effect of the for­
mer but an effect of the interaction between real fact and a certain catego­
rial pattern. The discursive character of objects does not affect the real 
existence of the phenomena from which objects are produced, because be­
ing real is one thing, but being objective is something else. The real is 

given by mere existence, objectivity by the possession of a meaning.[23] 
Countless examples could be given here to illustrate the difference 

between social fact and object, as well as the constructing operation 
that mediates between the two. One very significant example, close in 
time, appearing quite suddenly, and still quite fresh in my mind is child 
abuse, highlighted and studied by authors like Ian Hacking. And as 
Hacking himself stresses, child abuse is a clear example of object con­
struction before our very eyes. Even though child abuse, as a social fact or 
practice, has always existed, it was only objectified as such and en­
dowed with the meaning it presently carries just recently.[24] As he 
explains so well, the objectivization of child abuse (as a relevant and 
morally negative fact) has not been the result of the discovery of a hor­
rible fact, but of applying to this a series of analytical and value cate­
gories. These categories converted some events, previously unheeded 
or repressed, into abuse. These categories themselves caused the mean­
ingful experience of events, even if similar to those beforehand, to be­
gin to be very different (254). Thus, it is patent that in this case we are 
not dealing with an object that is discovered or of which we become 
aware, but simply with an event that, from a certain moment on, is ob­
jectified as morally and legally condemnable. This does not mean, in­
sists Hacking, that child abuse is not a real fact. But, he argues, it is the 
case that, in 1960 nobody took into consideration what, in 1990 is taken 
to be child abuse. Or, if you prefer, many of the practices now consid­
ered child abuse were not understood as such three decades ago (257). 
That is why, concludes Hacking, child abuse is not one fixed thing, it is 
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not a truth "out there," which it is our task to discover and use, but it is 
instead a historically specific object (259). 

Consequently, postsocial history does not deny the empirically obvious 
fact that between social context and consciousness there is always a con­
nection and that every action is socially conditioned. What postsocial his­
tory does deny is that this connection is one of meaningful determination 
and that such conditioning has a structural character. It disagrees that a 
certain social position or context implies, even if only potentially or as a 
mere tendency, a certain response, attitude, or behavior by individuals in­
volved, and that therefore there are socially natural conducts and deviate 
or anomalous ones. This even holds true, as I will discuss later, for those 
situations, typical of modem societies, in which agents themselves explic­
itly regard social position as the causal foundation of their actions. On the 
contrary, as I have repeated, what determines the behavior of individuals is 
the meaning that such a social position has acquired when made mean­
ingful through the categories of modern social imaginary. 

Thus, it is not that postsocial history dispenses with social context (the 
way traditional history and its revisionist revival do) or minimizes its im­
portance for explaining the practice and subjectivity of agents. What post­
social history does is to state that social context makes its contribution to 
the making of practice, not as an objective or structural instance, but sim­
ply as a material referent or support. For although social conditions un­
doubtedly impose limits on the meanings that can be created about and 
conferred upon them and, thereby, restrict the actions that individuals can 
undertake, they are purely material limits (physical, spatial, of resources), 
not structural limits. Social conditions provide individuals with the mate­
rial means of their actions, but not with the categories or meanings on 
which these actions are founded (as these have a different origin). In other 
words, social context can determine the purely material actions of indi­
viduals, but not their meaningful actions, that is, those that entail or mo­
bilize some kind of meaning or system of meanings, actions involving, for 
instance, a conscious decision, a set of beliefs, an assessment of surround­
ing reality, or certain expectations. To use a trivial example, the shortage of 
economic resources undoubtedly imposes restrictions on the consumption 
of goods. But, not only this shortage can be conceived in different ways 
(divine punishment, natural order of things, social injustice) and bring 
about very different attitudes and responses, it can also be associated 
with the most varied consumer practices, from those that give priority to 
satisfying basic physiological needs, to those that give importance to 
public ostentation, all dependent upon the prevailing social imaginary in 
each case. 

This is why postsocial historians think that the main theoretical short­
coming in social history lies in the fact that it takes for granted that any 
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constraint of social context is structural in character and that social posi­
tion prefigures, prescribes, or dictates, to some extent, the meaningful ac­
tions of individuals. However, argue these historians, one thing is that all 
actions are inscribed in circumstances that are not of our choice and 
whose consequences are beyond the control of agents, but actions being a 
causal effect of circumstances themselves is something quite different. At 
least, the latter should not be inferred from the former, because, as Patrick 
Joyce argues, following Geoff Eley, the fact that actions are always in­
scribed in social contexts which are essential to their meaning does not 
imply that there is an underlying structure to which meanings and actions 
can be referred as expressions or effects.[25] On the contrary, according 
to postsocial historians, what must be explained, in each case, is why 
some particular social circumstances have generated certain forms of 
conduct, instead of taking for granted that there is a natural connection 
of causality between social circumstances and conduct. Or, rather, what 
must be explained is how and why this connection has been constituted 
and acquired such a condition of naturalness. The usual rejoinder of 
new cultural historians we should retain some notion of social 
structure if we want to explain the unconscious causes and the unintended 
consequences of actions becomes irrelevant once social objectivity has 
ceased to be an inherent attribute to become a discursively acquired 
property. Although actions may be conditioned by unknown factors (an 
economic crisis, a demographic fluctuation, a distant event, etc.), these 
always exercise their influence not by themselves but through the specific 
conceptualization or meaningful apprehension that agents themselves 
make of their material effects. 

The new theory of production of meanings and the consequent doubt­
ing of the notion of social structure and social causality are at the root, for 
example, of the reinterpretation of relevant historical phenomena like the 
labor movement or the liberal revolutions tackled by some historians 
since the 1980s. Although I will return to this later on, the main conclusion 
one draws from this ongoing reinterpretation is, precisely, that the forms of 
consciousness, identity, and practice that make up both historical phe­
nomena cannot continue to be considered expressions or effects of socio­
economic conditions or changes but, rather, meaningful constructions of 
them. In the case of the labor movement, for example, this would have 
emerged as a consequence of the interaction between the liberal-radical 
discursive matrix and the social, economic, and political situation of the 
early decades of the nineteenth century. 

As William H. Sewell argues, in his critical reading of Edward P. 
Thompson, the working-class consciousness did not causally emerge 
from social and economic transformations or changes in living and work­
ing conditions of the workers. Rather, it emerged from an operation of 
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meaningful arrangement of the new social and political environment 
through the basic categories or assumptions of liberal-radical discourse. In 
his words, the working-class or class-conscious "discourse" do not 
arise purely "as a reflection of and reflection on the exploitation of work­
ers in capitalist productive relations," but is "a transformation of preex­
isting discourses." Liberal-radical discourse contained notions that by 
interacting with the new socioeconomic situation and by being "trans­
formed," in the terrain of practice and of political agitation, generated the 
new working-class identity in the 1830s. And if the labor movement and 
workers' consciousness were not an effect, in causal terms, of social and 
economic transformations, but of the conceptualization of them through 
the liberal-radical discursive pattern, then one must search for the origin of 
the new form of identity and for the explanation of practice in the me­
diation of the latter (liberal-radical discursive pattern). Or, as Sewell himself 
says, "the fact that class discourse is a transformation of previously existing 
discourses has important theoretical implications: it means that to explain 
the emergence of class discourse, we must understand the nature, the 
structure and the potential contradictions of the previously existing 
discourses of which it is a transformation."[26] Such a conceptual pattern 
(invigorated and institutionalized by the French Revolution) constitutes "a 
complex and fully articulated linguistic world, complete with standard 
rhetorical figures, characteristic debates and dilemmas, silences and un­
questioned assumptions," and it sets the terms in which people started to 
conceive of society and their place in it, and in which "public claims of all 
sorts could be couched a language of individual citizens, natural rights, 
popular sovereignty and the social contract."[27] 

In the case of the French Revolution, authors such as Keith M. Baker 
emphasize the constitutive role of discourse. According to Baker, as social 
explanation has weakened an explanation that conceived political ac­
tion as a reflection of objective social interests, and thought of the Revo­
lution as the embodiment of the social, economic, and ideological rise of 
middle class it has become necessary to pay attention to the categories 
within which revolutionary practice was forged. Either categories that al­
ready operated as organizing elements of the absolutist political system it­
self or categories created from these (by confrrming, reformulating, or 
denying them, it does not matter), the fact is that their active mediation 
constitutes the crucial explanatory factor of the revolutionary process. For it 
is through these categories that individuals draw up a diagnosis of their 
situation, classify themselves as subjects, and elaborate a program of al­
ternatives with which to resolve the revolutionary crisis and set up a new 
political, legal, and institutional order. As Baker argues, the weakening of 
the assumption that the Revolution is the expression of social interests has 
compelled historians to look at the political dynamics of the Old Regime 
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and at the process through which revolutionary principles and practices 
were created in the context of an absolute monarchy. The conceptual 
space in which the French Revolution was forged and the structure of 
meanings in relationship to which the quite disparate actions of 1789 took 
on coherence and political force, did, indeed, come from the Old Regime. 
As has been suggested, this happens even if the genealogy of the new cat­
egories was negative, in the sense that the new social imaginary was built 
out of its contrast with the previous one. Even when earlier discursive 
patterns seem to have been swept away and entirely transformed, their 
traces, Baker writes, remain to give meaning to the new. And thus, for ex­
ample, when the revolutionaries coined the term old regime to refer to 
the social and political order they were repudiating, they were, indeed, 
acknowledging that the new order could be defined only in contradis­
tinction to what had gone earlier. As Baker concludes, it could be said 
that, indeed, "the Old Regime invented, structured and limited the Rev­
olution, even as the revolutionaries invented the better to destroy the 
Old Regime."[28] 

III 

As promised, I now return to the issue left in suspense at the beginning of 
this chapter. Here, I try to clarify the exact sense of the claim that orga­
nizing and regulating categories of social life constitute a specific histori­
cal realm, and to explain through which historical process discourses are 
constituted and reproduced over time, as well as their relationship with 
social settings and changes. This issue still requires deep, detailed histor­
ical investigation and should be undertaken as soon as possible. So far, 
postsocial authors have devoted their efforts more to synchronic analyses of 
the constitutive effects of discourses than to carrying out diachronic 
analyses of the genesis and mechanisms of change of discourses them­
selves.[29] Nonetheless, in my opinion, sufficient stuff is already available 
for giving a preliminary outline of a theory of the historical formation of con­
cepts (to paraphrase Somers's expression). The formulation of such a the­
ory is an essential requisite for providing postsocial history with a suffi­
ciently solid foundation. Because, if it is not reliably demonstrated that 
the founding categories of social practice constitute a specific social realm 
and have a particular historical logic, the entire postsocial paradigm could 
collapse and all its efforts of theoretical rethinking proved ultimately 
fruitless. And if such were the case, the basic assumptions of previous 
paradigms would remain intact and in force, thus dampening hopes for 
the viability of any alternative explanatory model. In fact, the lack of a 
more precise explanation of the genesis of categories not only diminishes 
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consistency and innovative power in many of the works contributing to 
the new theory of history, but it also leaves the door open to previous in­
terpretations of the historical phenomena these works study. Just such a 
lack has also allowed these works to be considered merely revisionist 
proposals. Thus, if the rejection of the social explanation of categories is 
not accompanied by a clearly formulated alternative, there is a serious 
risk of simply turning subjectivity into an autonomous domain and re­
ducing the whole theoretical undertaking to a mere restoration of the ide­
alist paradigm.[30] This circumstance should not, though, distract us from 
the fact that the dividing line and the contrast between idealist revision­
ism and postsocial history are salient enough to stave off any confusion 
between them. 

The starting point of postsocial history's argument concerning the his­
torical formation of discourses is the observation that any new social sit­
uation or event is always apprehended and conceptualized or objectified 
by means of the categories inherited from the previous situation, what im­
plies social reality does not, on its own or from scratch, generate the con­
cepts applied to it but does do so in interaction with a preexisting catego­
rial system. Of course, on this occasion too, one may think that this 
statement does not contain anything new, since the idea that social 
changes are made meaningful through inherited concepts enjoys a long­
standing endorsement, not only in history but also in the social sciences in 
general. To mention just one example, from years ago, Marshall Sahlins 
sustained Franz Boas's principle that the seeing eye is the organ of tradi­
tion, all experiences of the world and all appropriations of events are al­
ways done in terms of a priori thinking and that, therefore, the insertion 
of events in a preexisting category allows such events intelligibility. This 
implies, according to Sahlins, that the present, whatever it really is, is al­
ways recognized as a past. [31] 

However, the argument of postsocial history goes further. In addition to 
heeding the role of categorial inheritance in interacting with social reality, as 
others have also done and do, postsocial history maintains that in the 
interaction between social reality and inherited categorial matrix, the lat­
ter and not the former, plays the active role. Inherited categorial matrix is 
what establishes conditions of possibility for the concepts such a reality 
generates. Inherited categorial bodies impose conceptualization rules to 
which new social situations must submit and through which they neces­
sarily have to attain their conscious existence. What individuals do, when 
facing and conceptualizing an ever-changing and always-new social real­
ity, is not just internalize it and label it, but incorporate it into, and impose it 
upon the prevailing conceptual pattern in each case. Contrary to what has 
been supposed for so long, new social situations or phenomena do not 
contain, are not the bearers, nor do they constitute the causal source of the 
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concepts that people apply to them. These concepts are, rather, the result 
of a naturalizing process, that is, of the incorporation of such situations 
and phenomena into a familiar language or framework of intelligibility. 
To be more precise, new categories are not reflections of social changes, 
but the result of an operation of differentiation, that is, of the play of dif­
ferences or relationship of contrasts between the preexisting categories. 
Here too, it could be said that inherited language is not simply, as new 
cultural history believes, the channel or means of communication through 
which social changes attain to consciousness. It is not merely the verbal 
form or cultural clothing that the social being adopts. Language is indeed 
the space in which the social being is constituted as such. Consciousness 
reacts to new phenomena not from scratch or a condition of tabula rasa 
but according to and in the terms of its own conceptual structure. There­
fore, even if it is the referent that empirically activates the emergence of 
new concepts, these are really born from the opening up of a new space 
in the preexisting categorial/ conceptual network. In this process, social 
reality undoubtedly works as a material referent of concepts, but not as an 
objective referent, because concepts are no more than the outcome of the 
conceptual readjustment, transformation, reorganization, or reconfigura­
tion to which the old discourse is subjected for the purpose of integrating 
the new phenomena and endowing them with sense. Thus, while every 
discourse is materially connected to the social conditions that give them 
life, it is, however, only causally linked to the mediation of the preceding 
discourse. [32] 

The fact that any connection between concept and social reality is dif­
ferential, rather than referential, and that every meta-narrative is always 
engendered out of and within another meta-narrative (a subsequent out­
come of the deployment of the conceptual potentialities of the previous), 
implies that discourses are intertextual entities and not representational or 
rational ones. But, above all, given that any new concept or discourse is a 
reconfiguration of another (other) previous one(s), even when the latter is 
(are) denied, and the fact that every discourse potentially contains the dis­
course that will have to replace it, are what enables us to claim that the 
categories that organize social practice do indeed constitute a specific so­
cial realm. Such categories are links in an unbroken conceptual chain that is 
not subjected causally to either social reality or to rational action or cre­
ativity. The existence of this internal mechanism of linking and reproduc­
tion, governed by its own rules of transformation, is what enables dis­
courses, as I have said, to work as an independent historical variable in 
the making of social processes. 

The genealogical process I have just sketched is the one that, for exam­
ple, can be observed in the case of the modem discourse. The emergence 
of this discourse was not an effect of new socioeconomic conditions (the 
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rise of capitalism and middle class) but of the interaction of those partic­
ular conditions with extant discursive legacy and the consequent concep­
tual trans-valuation of just such a legacy, a process usually known or re­
ferred to as "secularization."l33[ The process of conceptual transformation 
of providential discourse into modern discourse has been insightfully un­
raveled, in recent times, by authors like Mary Poovey and David Bell, 
who have studied the emergence of two of the central modem categories 
out of the previous conceptual horizon. Poovey's work recovers the ge­
nealogy of the modem category of society and its developments from the 
early modern period until the nineteenth century. Bell has done the same 
with the category of nation, whose appearance is found in the weakening 
of the religious view of society from the early eighteenth century.[34J Even 
though it is not exactly a succession from one discourse to another, but be­
tween discursive variants, the same relationship of intertextuality seems to 
underlie, as William H. Sewell shows, the emergence of socialism and its 
concept of labor. According to Sewell, such a concept is a logical de­
velopment and a reelaboration of certain Enlightenment concepts, sum­
marized in Diderot's idea of man as a natural being who brings order and 
utility to nature by transforming it. These concepts, when applied, 
through the mediation of authors like the Abbe Sieyes, to political and so­
cial life, will have the effect of setting useful labor as a criterion for be­
longing to the nation turning it into an association of productive citizens 
who live under a body of common laws and property understood as 
legitimate fruit of work as a requisite for exercising citizenship. What 
socialism will do is develop this conceptual substrate and advocate that 
the base of political representation should be work itself, and not its indi­
rect embodiment, property, thus establishing an equation between citi­
zenship and labor that, from 1830, was to be the foundation of socialist 
program and practice.[35] 

Although, to be exact, it must be specified, as Sewell himself does, that 
this discursive mutation is not only an intellectual development of a cer­
tain conceptual logic but the outcome of the interaction between that in­
herited categorial substrate and the new social and political circumstances 
as well. In Sewell's words, the emergence of socialism out of the reelabo­
ration or extension of Enlightenment concepts was a social and political 
development as much as a logical one, as the intellectual innovations that 
culminated in socialism were formulated in response to changing social 
experiences in general and the struggles and vicissitudes of political life in 
particular (278). It must be pointed out, in addition, that since these social 
and political conditions were generated by the historical deployment of 
the Enlightenment discourse itself, both the new concept of labor and the 
practice that it entailed were, in tum, a response to the actual effects of ap­
plying Enlightenment ideas to the details of social and political life (280). 
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What has been said thus far answers, at least implicitly, the question of 
why discourses change, decline, and disappear and what responsibility 
the social context has in this. But, an even closer look at the issue is war­
ranted. Although discourses usually enjoy a long life, no discourse re­
mains ftxed, absolutely stable, but is always in movement, in flux, 
churned by perennial reconftguration. This, as I have said, is due to the 
fact that individuals are forced to permanently produce ad hoc conceptual 
supplements with which to make sense of an ever-changing social reality. 
New factual incorporation has an impact on and alters the initial concep­
tual structure. As a result, discursive formations develop and undergo in­
ternal mutations, and when these reach the point of modifying the basic 
conceptual core of the discourse, the discourse itself loses practical effi­
cacy. Thus disabled, people discard it and supplant it with another dis­
course. A discursive rnpture occurs. To be more precise, what happens ex­
actly is that discourse, in its various vicissitudes, gives rise to the 
discursive framework that is going to challenge its hegemony and to 
eventually supersede it. 

Discursive changes, then, are neither the fruit of human cultural cre­
ativity nor the causal effect of social transformations. The former would 
be true if individuals were autonomous rational subjects, but not if a 
process of discursive mediation shapes subjectivity itself. If subjects are 
constituted as such within a certain categorial matrix, they are not its 
overseers handling this matrix at will, but they do mobilize, develop, and 
deploy its meaningful possibilities in practice. And, therefore, although 
discourses are transformed through the use that individuals make of their 
terms, this does not mean that individuals themselves transform dis­
courses. The purely formal fact that individuals make use of categories 
and translate them into practice should not be confused with the actual 
mechanism of categorial transformation. Although discourse is renewed 
in speech, this, in its turn, is a result of projecting the rules of signification of 
the discourse itself. The origin of discursive changes seems to be found in 
the aforementioned interaction between inherited categories and new 
social phenomena (although, as I have stressed, it does not mean that 
there is a causal connection between the two). New social situations do 
not bring in a new discourse, but they do prompt differential mutation in 
the preceding one. Although changes in the social context destabilize dis­
courses, they do not do so per se, but differentially incorporating them­
selves into the discourse itself. That is, they modify discourse insofar as 
and once they have been objectifted or endowed with a meaningful exis­
tence. Furthermore, the scope and features of such a modiftcation are not 
implicit in the changes themselves, but depend on the objects which they 
give rise to. In other words, a new social phenomenon forces a greater or 
lesser discursive shift or crisis not on its own, by its own features, but in 
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terms of the significance people grant it within prevailing discourse. 
Thus, for example, the collapse of socialist regimes has triggered a deep 
rethinking of modem social imaginary, and specifically its notion of ra­
tional emancipation. But it would probably be an irrelevant event one 
without any impact if viewed from another discursive perspective lack­
ing any such a notion. Once again, that means discourses are not chal­
lenged or destabilized by reality, by events in the world, but by another 
discourse, or, more exactly, as Emesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe say, by 
the infinitude of the fields of discursivity. It is not the impact of reality that 
undermines the historical prevalence of a discourse (its efficacy as a guide 
for social practice) but the emergence of another discourse. As Laclau and 
Mouffe argue, the relational logic of discourse is limited from an "exte­
rior," but this "exterior" is not an "extra-discursive" one. Such an exterior is 
constituted by other discourses, and "it is the discursive nature of this 
exterior which creates the conditions of vulnerability of every discourse, 
as nothing finally protects it against the deformation and destabilization of 
its system of differences by other discursive articulations which act 
from outside it." [36] 

Margaret R. Somers, in a similar way, maintains the following: since 
meta-narratives are schemata of rules and procedures that have become 
naturalized, they cannot be destabilized by empirical evidence in itself, but 
only the emergence of another meta-narrative can challenge its classifica­
tory rules of inclusion-exclusion. The historical survival of a meta-narrative 
does not depend on the extent to which it fits social reality, as if the latter 
were an objective entity of which meta-narrative is a cultural or ideological 
reflection. It depends on the rhetorical efficacy that stems from the fact that 
there is no rival meta-narrative able to dispute its hegemony. As 
Somers herself puts it, the survival and practical efficacy of a meta-narrative 
depends on its integrity, logic, and rhetorical pervasiveness, not on its em­
pirical verification. Something that applies, she argues, to "Anglo-American 
citizenship theory." It has operated for over three hundred years regard­
less of any direct correspondence to its empirical referent, and the durable 
validity of "Anglo-American citizenship theory" has been due to its in­
ternal coherence, not to some appropriate fit between it and empirical 
world.[37]This is just the reason why discursive changes should not be un­
derstood in terms of epistemological progress, that is, of a growing theo­
retical or representational fit with reality, but rather in terms of intertex­
tual adjustment. These changes do not imply that the aforementioned 
conceptual chain has been broken or that discursive mediation had been 
taken over, enabling reality to become more transparent and to finally re­
veal itself to subjects the way it really is. What happens is simply that re­
ality goes on to be made meaningful through another discourse (or dis­
cursive variant) and, therefore, the space once occupied by discarded 
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discourse is not filled up with reality itself, as social history supposes, but 
is now occupied by another discourse. This is what happened in the 
transition to modernity and this is what appears to be happening at the 
moment on the occasion of the crisis of the modern discourse. 

To say discourse is a differential entity and that it reproduces intertex­
tually does not mean to say that it constitutes a sort of self-referential in­
stance, outside of social practice and immune to the impact of reality. Dis­
course is not, of course, a social phenomenon in the standard objectivist 
sense reflecting an underlying social structure but it is so in the empir­
ical sense that it is a historically specific entity that is forged and trans­
formed within social practice. Although inherited discourse is imposed on 
individuals as an unavoidable cognitive matrix, the practical deployment 
individuals make of discourse modifies it, generating new categories and 
getting rid of others until such superscription, we might say becomes, ul­
timately, another discourse. In postsocial history, the origin of the systems 
of meaning which order culture and practice is not found, as is the case of 
structuralism, in a pregiven and unconscious structure embedded in the 
human mind, but in the permanent meaningful interaction between indi­
viduals and their world. And, therefore, discourse is not regarded as a nat­
ural, synchronous, or static entity, but is seen, instead, as a diachronic, dy­
namic, and discontinuous phenomenon. For me, authors, like Christine 
Stansell for example, are wrong when they charge the new theory of soci­
ety with considering language "a fixed sometimes frozen structure, 
with its independent laws and imperatives," as "a system above and be­
yond human endeavor" whose changes are the result of an "internal dy­
namic."[38] This does not in any way seem to be the conception of 
language that is emerging from the crisis of social history and that supports 
the post-social paradigm. The claim that discourse works as an 
independent historical variable does not imply, in any way, that social 
causality has been replaced by a sort of linguistic or semiotic 
determinism. It only implies that discourse, since it is causally 
ungoverned by any of the domains it puts into relation, plays a 
constitutive (and not merely instrumental) role in the shaping of practice 
and social relations. As I have said, over and over, for postsocial history, 
the meanings and forms of consciousness that underlie different 
modalities of practice are not generated by discourse, but by discursive 
mediation, that is, by the interaction between real referent and categorial 
matrix and, therefore, mutual collaboration between the two is 
essential for bringing forth meanings and consciousness. 
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The Discursive 
Construction of Social Reality 

I 

With the general theoretical framework of postsocial history now outlined, 
I can deliver on my promise to carefully describe the essential 
constitutive pieces of the new historiographical paradigm and illustrate 
them appropriately. The already stated premise, that every meaningful re­
lationship between individuals and social context every experience of 
the world is always mediated by a certain categorial matrix or discourse, 
implies the following: the meanings individuals confer on their context are 
not an intrinsic property of it but, instead, a property that context acquires in 
the process of discursive mediation itself. The meanings, relevance, or 
practical implications individuals confer on facts, events, or social situa­
tions, encountered in the course of their everyday life, depend on the cat­
egorial framework or social imaginary through which they are conceptu­
alized in each case, and not on the facts, events, or situations themselves. 
Said in more technical terms, such a premise implies that objectivity is a 
property that social referents acquire by virtue of applying a certain dis­
cursive pattern of meaning, rather than an attribute that they possess and 
that language transmits and consciousness reflects. From this point of 
view, social reality has lost its former structural status and has become, in­
stead, a mere conglomerate of events without any meaning of its own, as 
well as lacking any capacity to autonomously establish meaningful or 
cause-effect relationships between these events. Thus, the distinction be­
tween concept and meaning has led to the other, equally crucial distinc­
tion, the one that must be established between (social) phenomenon and 
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(social) object (although one could really say that each distinction implies 
the other). From now on, social phenomena and social objects are no 
longer considered to be ontologically equivalent and indistinguishable 
entities, as they were regarded in the paradigm of social history. Instead, 
they have become entities that are not only qualitatively different, but also 
contingently connected, in the sense that a social phenomenon can pos­
sess different meanings that is, give rise to diverse objects depending 
on the discursive regime in which it is inserted. 

As for the link between social phenomena and social objects (or simply 
between social circumstances and forms of consciousness), what 
postsocial history maintains is that even though referents exist inde­
pendently of language and meanings cannot be created without their 
collaboration, referentiality (that is, the rules of signification) is a power of 
language, not of referents. Therefore, the central meanings of social 
reality cannot be thought of only in terms of their relation to referents, 
since what renders this relation possible is not the referent itself, but 
that third historical variable that is discourse. Of course, as David May­
field well notes, the fact that language is non-referential does not mean 
that there is not a material link between the name and the thing named. It 
only means that the authority behind the link, the very materiality of the 
connection, is not determined by the phenomenality of the thing 
named, but by an external power, the power of the categories through 
which it is named. [ 1] If I may draw the simile, I would say that, in the 
process of producing objects, reality provides the raw material (the 
"bricks") with which objects are built, but it is discourse that supplies 
the "plans" (or parameters of signification) in accordance with which 
the building is erected. This is what allows Joan W. Scott to argue the 
following: once it becomes clear that there is a deep connection be­
tween how social relations are made meaningful and how they are im­
plemented (and even though individuals may not be aware of it, that 
action, therefore, always takes place within a discursive frame), every 
opposition between concept and practice, language and reality ceases 
to make sense and disappears.[2] 

In effect, according to postsocial history, it is discourse and not an al­
leged social structure that, on bounding a certain space of enunciation, 
sets the historical conditions of emergence for objects. Discursive cate­
gories, not social conditions, are what fence off a certain real area as open or 
ripe for objectifying, specify identification criteria (social, material, or 
whatever kind) to be applied, and thus shape objects as conscious entities. 
In our relationship with the world, objects are never given to us as if they 
were existential entities. They are always given to us within discursive 
configurations,[3] for what language does is not name objects nor bring 
them to light, but truly create them, actually bring objects themselves into 
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existence by deploying a certain classificatory system. It is by applying 
this system (with its criteria of inclusion, exclusion, or relevance) that people 
convert the surrounding facts into meaningful episodes, the merely 
sensitive into significant. Given their historical specificity and logic, dis­
courses possess, as Scott argues, an authority, a kind of axiomatic or hege­
monic status that allows them to establish a regime of naturalness, of 
"common sense," or of "truth" that is difficult to dislodge and that indi­
viduals cannot avoid in their relationship with reality.[4] In consequence, 
what the concepts or definition criteria that people apply to social reality 
or themselves do is not to merely label but to prestructure them in a cog­
nitive way, thus determining not only what is seen (in the sense of 
heeded), but, above all, how it is seen. Discourse provides individuals 
with an epistemological scheme that, as Margaret R. Somers says, makes 
possible not only seeing some things and not others, but also seeing those 
seen in a certain way.[S] This explains why postsocial historians conclude 
any notion of social causality (and even less, one of human rationality) is 
unable to give a proper account of the shaping of historical objects and 
identities, that is, of the ways in which people perceive and assess social 
reality, including their place in it, and conceive of themselves as subjects 
and agents. 

Postsocial history denies (in terms that sound a strong Foucauldian 
ring) that natural oijeds exist. This is because social phenomena do not 
have one or another degree or kind of meaningful relevance outside the 
discursive regime into which they are incorporated. And, therefore, social 
objects are neither something discovered or experientially discerned nor 
something individuals become aware of, but, instead, social objects come to 
life as a result of a certain way of seeing or some kind of taking heed of the 
social world. And thus, for example, madness, homosexuality, prostitution, 
or poverty to continue in a Foucauldian vein are not objects that have 
forever existed and toward which each society adopts a different attitude 
(repression, tolerance, indifference, government intervention, legal 
regulation, etc.). On the contrary, even though the real phenomena that 
underpin them previously existed, objects as such did not emerge until that 
time when categories like mental illness, sexuality, or social question were 
applied to them. It is these categories that dictate that some phenomena, 
previously granted another meaning or none at all, become relevant 
components of social physiognomy or defining features of individuals' 
identity, and generate, thus, the corresponding behavioral patterns. In 
the case of homosexuality, for instance, historical scholarship shows that 
it only exists as an object from the moment in which the appearance of 
the category of sexuality makes sexual practices or preferences a 
relevant criterion of individualization or for defining personality.[6] And the 
same could be said for gender in general since, in Scott's words, 
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this is not a sociological difference between women and men but a mean­
ing system that constructs that difference. [7] 
The questioning of the notion of natural objects is one of the main 

themes in Mary Poovey's works. What Poovey essentially holds is that 
real facts or phenomena always become historical entities as a result of 
applying certain "protocols for knowing" or codification rules to them, a 
process she graphically refers to as disaggregation. These protocols, by 
defining an "epistemological field," draw new boundaries and thus trans­
form "what once seemed to be an undifferentiated continuum of practices 
and ideas" into new representations of social reality. It is this arrangement of 
reality that allows objects to emerge and become factors of social life. This 
is the way in which new domains come to appear, specifically the social 
domain itself, for example, settled as such in modem society. This dis­
aggregation of the social, by early nineteenth century, as a specific domain of 
reality is what leads to not only a reconceptualization of poverty, but to 
addressing and understanding social relations as a whole in a new, quite 
different way specifically as a domain open to scientific knowledge and 
political regulation. [8] Poovey has continued her endeavor to analyze the 
disaggregation of facts and objects, questioning the truth status of the for­
mer and studying how the very notion of fact itself has acquired its mod­
em connotations of objective entity. Her main conclusion concerning the 
latter is that it was the result of the settlement of a new epistemological 
field, one that converted numbers (and therefore statistics) into transparent 
and impartial means of representing reality. By according such a rep­
resentational quality to numbers, modem epistemology converted nu­
merical representations into privileged means for creating social objects.[9] 

The fact that meanings and therefore objects are not implicit in 
their social referents, but are constituted in the process of discursive 
arrangement or conceptual diasggregation, is what enables postsocial 
historians to claim that social reality or context is a discursive or lin­
guistic constrnction. Obviously, this does not mean that discourse con­
structs social reality in a literal sense, as a set of phenomena and mate­
rial relations. It builds social reality as a meaningful entity. That is, it 
constructs, through its mediation, the image, idea, or consciousness 
that individuals have of it, and according to which they act. The oper­
ation of discursive or meaningful construction of society will be re­
ferred to here with the concept of articulation, a term historians now use 
with greater and greater frequency. This concept has been erected in 
frank opposition to concepts of reflection, representation, or expres­
sion, and has the express purpose of denoting the constitutive function of 
language in the shaping of objects, subjects, and practices and of 
stressing the rhetorical character of any relationship between individu­
als and their social enviroment.[lO] 
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II 

In the endeavor to profoundly rethink the connection between object and 
referent, between social world and its subjective picture, the critical at­
tention of postsocial historians to the concept of experience has been theo­
retically crucial. Because if social phenomena do not bear inherent mean­
ings and objects are, indeed, born of an operation of discursive 
construction, then we have to completely rethink the way in which indi­
viduals forge their experience of the social world, as well as the nature of 
experience itself. 

In the classical materialist paradigm, worth recalling here, the concept 
of experience involves the existence of a social structure that imposes its 
meanings on subjects and generates these as such which is why the term 
experience also designates the means through which such a structure at­
tains to consciousness. And thus, for example, a long-lived experience of 
unequal relations, according to this paradigm, helps those who are sub­
ordinate to become people conscious of their specific interests or identity 
bonds. In new cultural history, the concept of experience refers to the his­
torical realm resulting from the interplay between social conditions and 
cultural dispositions of agents. For new cultural historians and also wor­
thy of recall, experience is not simply the outcome of social circumstances 
directly impressing themselves on minds, but the result of culturally ap­
proaching and actively making sense of the social world. Or to be more 
exact, experience is the result of deciphering the meanings of such a world 
in terms of the cultural devices historically available to people. Experi­
ence is not a passive reception of the world, but a subjectively recreated 
picture of it. This is, for example, as it is well known, what experience 
means for E. P. Thompson. According to Thompson, workers do not 
merely experience their working conditions as exploitation, but they go 
on to feel exploited in terms of their moral values and political tenets, 
specifically the natural rights ideology. Once again, in both social and new 
cultural history, however, social reality itself defines what people are to 
experience. 

With the advent of p:>stsocial history, the former concept of experience, 
in any of the aforementioned senses, lacks viability, proving useless as an 
analytical tool. With discursive mediation experience understood gener­
ically as a meaningful apprehension of reality is neither something 
given nor something having causal foundation in reality itself. Instead, 
every experience of the world is an effect of articulating that world and, 
in consequence, what people do is not experience their social conditions 
of existence, the contention of social history, but construct them meaning­
fully. If it is language, and not referent, that establishes the rules of signi­
fication and if, therefore, we have a world because we have a language 
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that gives it meaning (and does not merely name it), then experience is 
not something individuals just have. Rather, discursive mediation itself 
supplies individuals with their experience by endowing their environ­
ment with meaning and, thus, transforming brute facts into objects. In 
other words, if it is discourse that provides reality with its objective face, 
then it also forges the experience that individuals have of that reality. As 
Geoff Eley argues, what constitutes the basic categories of understanding, 
and therefore the social, cultural, and political environment in which peo­
ple act and think, is not the experience of the social, but particular discur­
sive formations whose emergence and elaboration can be carefully and 
historically reconstructed. [ 11] Therefore, once this very "collapse of the 
immediacy of the given" has taken place, historians can no longer 
continue to consider experience as something "unproblematically 
available."[12] On the contrary, it becomes necessary to unravel the 
discursive operation by which experience itself has been configured 
as such. 

Thus, criticism of the concept of experience not only appears as one of 
the primary driving forces of the current theoretical shift in historical 
studies, but it also constitutes one of the main supports of the emerging 
theory of society. In their search for a more satisfactory explanation of the 
behavior of historical actors and the connection between this behavior 
and social context, postsocial historians have been compelled to devote a 
great deal of their efforts, both empirical inquiry and theoretical elabora­
tion, to this matter. This is the case of Joan Scott, whose critical rethinking of 
the concept of experience deserves close attention. The depth, energy, 
and influence of her thoughts on experience establish a landmark in the 
ongoing process of historiographical remaking of social theory.[13] 

Scott's arguments are grounded on a double assumption. First of all, 
reality is not constituted by "transparent objects" of which conscious­
ness would be a representation obtained through experience. Secondly, 
and consequently, language and experience are so inextricably inter­
woven that they cannot be separated. There is, she insists, no social ex­
perience apart from language and, therefore, they cannot be analyzed 
separately. Not only is life constituted of language as much as it is of so­
cial facts (like work, childbirth, strategies of subsistence, or political ral­
lies), but more importantly, as she underscores, it is language that 
makes these facts intelligible: "'Language' not only enables social prac­
tice; it is social practice." Actions, organizations, institutions, or behav­
iors, she continues, are "at once concepts ant/practices and need to be 
analyzed simultaneously as such." And this is why, Scott concludes, it 
is absurd to posit, as Christine Stansell does, an antithesis between 
"rhetorical text" and "social experience." Such a stance reduces lan­
guage to words or to written documents, thus seriously impoverishing 
the theoretical framework of history. [ 14] 
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Scott's serious efforts to get a handle on the concept of experience criti­
cally point to historians of gender or homosexuality in particular. While re­
suscitating their objects of study from the dead silence of previous histori­
cal scholarship, most ignore an equally great need, if not sine qua non 
critical corollary, to call that previous scholarship itself into question to 
ask after its conceptual foundations and their possible relation to, or even 
concomitant connection with, such silencing, and to also ponder over both 
past exclusions and present-day inclusions of certain people. Historians, 
seeking to enlarge the picture and to amend an incomplete vision of society, 
still continue to base their analysis "on the authority of experience" and to 
conceive this and therefore, consciousness and identity as an expression 
of social reality (776). Such, according to Scott, explains why the results of 
this kind of history are so contradictory: on the one hand, they contribute 
to the renewal of the discipline but, on the other, they consolidate estab­
lished assumptions. On the other hand, this history, about the lives of those 
omitted or overlooked in accounts of the past, has undoubtedly produced a 
wealth of new evidence about these previously ignored others and has 
also drawn attention to dimensions of human life and activity usually 
deemed unworthy to even mention in conventional histories. Furthermore, it 
has occasioned "a crisis for orthodox history by multiplying not only stories 
but subjects and by insisting that histories are written from fundamentally 
different indeed irreconcilable perspectives or standpoints, none of which 
is complete or completely 'true. Thus, these histories have certainly 
provided evidence of a world replete with alternative values and practices, 
one that does indeed puncture hegemonic constructions of social worlds, be 
they the superiority of white men, the coherence and unity of selves, the 
naturalness of heterosexual monogamy, or the inevitability of scientific 
progress and economic development (776). 

But, on the other hand and this is the essential point this challenge to 
normative history has been done within the framework of a conven­
tional historical understanding of evidence and experience (that Scott 
names "positivism"), one in which evidence by itself imposes on con­
sciousness. This is why Scott concludes that documenting the experience 
of others in this way has been at once a highly successful and limiting 
strategy for historians of difference. "It has been successful because it re­
mains so comfortably within the disciplinary framework of history, work­
ing according to rules that permit calling old narratives into question 
when new evidence is discovered." It has been limiting because it contin­
ues to depend on "a referential notion of evidence which denies that it is 
anything but a reflection of the real" (776). And it is, precisely, this notion of 
referentiality, "this kind of appeal to experience as uncontestable evi­
dence and as an originary point of explanation as a foundation on which 
analysis is based that seriously weakens the critical thrust of histories of 
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difference." By remaining within the epistemological framework of "or­
thodox history, these studies lose the possibility of examining those as­
sumptions and practices that excluded considerations of difference in the 
first place" (777). That is, they lose the possibility of critical1y examining the 
theoretical assumptions that propitiated exclusion of these objects of study 
and, therefore, of contributing to the theoretical renovation of history. His­
tories documenting, for example, the "hidden" world of homosexuality 
give testimony to the lives of those suffering silence, bringing to light the 
history of their suppression and exploitation. But, the very project of mak­
ing experience visible precludes critical examination of the working of the 
categories of representation themselves (homosexual/heterosexual, 
manfwoman, black/white), and, as well, of the form in which these cate­
gories operate and of their notions of subject, origin, and cause (778). 

In fact, argues Scott, the main fault of this kind of history is that it 
takes the identities of those whose experience is being documented as 
self -evident, and thus naturalizes their difference. By localizing resistance 
outside its discursive construction and de-contextualizing it, as well as tak­
ing experience as the origin of knowledge, all issues concerning the con­
structed nature of experience, of how subjects are constituted as different in 
the first place, and of how one's vision is structured by discourse, are left 
aside, unheeded (777). As a consequence, "the evidence of experience then 
becomes evidence for the fact of difference, rather than a way of exploring 
how difference is established, how it operates, how and in what ways it 
constitutes subjects who see and act in the world" (777). And, therefore, 
this "evidence of experience, whether conceived through a metaphor of 
visibility or in any other way that takes meaning as transparent," assumes 
that the aforementioned oppositions are natural objects and that the facts of 
history speak by themselves (778). In the case of the history of homo­
sexuality, for example, this appears as the result of desire, as a natural force 
operating outside or in opposition to social regulation, that is, as a re­
pressed desire, an experience denied, silenced by a society that legislates 
heterosexuality as the only normal practice. According to this view, when 
this kind of homosexual desire cannot be repressed, "because experience is 
there," it invents institutions to accommodate itself, institutions that are 
unacknowledged, but not invisible. And, therefore, when they are seen, 
they threaten order and ultimately overcome repression. Thus, emancipa­
tion appears as a teleological story in which desire ultimately overcomes 
social control and becomes visible and, therefore, history is reduced to a 
chronology that makes experience visible, but in which categories (desire, 
homosexuality, heterosexuality, femininity, masculinity, or sex) appear as 
labels of ahistorical and socially objective entities (778). 

Moreover, by conceiving objects and practices this way, history ex­
cludes, or at least understates, not only the historically variable interrela 
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tionship between the meanings "homosexual" and "heterosexual" and 
the constitutive force each has for the other (as they both define each 
other, specifYing their negative limits), but also the contested and chang­
ing nature of the terrain that they simultaneously occupy (778-79). Thus, 
by reducing historical inquiry to a project of making experience visible, 
one can appreciate the alternative conducts and repressive actions, but 
one cannot comprehend the framework of (historically contingent) pat­
terns of sexuality within which these conducts and actions are inscribed. 
That is, one can discover that these conducts and actions exist, but not 
how they have been constructed and which logic they follow (779). A sim­
ilar conception of experience and the connection between reality and con­
sciousness can also be observed, according to Scott, in the history of gen­
der. In this case too, the relationship between thought and experience is 
represented as transparent and, therefore, the lived experience of women is 
seen as leading directly to resistance to oppression, that is, to feminism. In 
other words, that conscious identity and the possibility of politics "is said 
to rest on, to follow from, a pre-existing women's experience" (786-87), which 
leaves the objectivist and teleological framework of social-new cultural 
history untouched. That explains Scott's criticism of Laura Lee Downs. 
For Scott, the weakness of Downs's argument lies, precisely, in an analysis 
of the situation of women that limits itself to applying the categories of 
difference as if these were transparent expressions of reality and 
experience, without pausing to analyze the process by which such cate­
gories have been constituted and have actively participated in the making of 
feminine identity. However, experience of the world is not transparent, but 
discursive, and, therefore, meanings and actions based on experience are 
not anchored in reality, but in the very process of discursive construction of 
that experience. One cannot, as Downs does, structure the argument in 
terms of opposition between language and experience, ideas and reality, 
texts and contexts, the textual and the social, as if this dichotomous division 
were a self-evident fact that needs no justification. On the contrary, this 
opposition is no more than the effect of a "both exclusionary and 
productive" operation of textual constitution, that is, of a certain discursive 
pattern of selection.[lS] 

Once she has laid down the historicity and discursivity of experience, 
and after advocating, as a logical conclusion, the main object of historical 
analysis be the discursive mechanisms that articulate objects and identi­
ties, Scott proceeds to a closer criticism of the concept of experience, specif­
ically its new cultural Thompsonian variant. Scott admits, on this point, 
that, in the case of historians more open to interpretive history, to the cul­
tural determinations of conduct, and the influence of unconscious motiva­
tions, the concept of experience takes on more varied and elusive conno­
tations. However, by continuing to assume that experience is something 
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that people have, these historians never ask themselves how the identity 
of subjects is produced. In the specific case of E. P. Thompson, experience 
is the mediating element between social structure and consciousness, be­
tween the individual and the structural, so that this historian, in particu­
lar, separates "the affective and the symbolic from the economic and the 
rational" (784-85). Nonetheless, Thompson continues to consider experi­
ence shaped, in the final analysis, by production relations and, conse­
quently, he takes the positions of men and women and their different re­
lationships to politics "as reflections of material and social arrangements" 
and as part of the "experience" of capitalism. Instead of asking how cer­
tain experiences are constituted, Thompson defines experience as some­
thing cumulative and homogenizing, providing the common ground on 
which class-consciousness is built (785). That is why, for him, class is, in 
the end, an identity rooted in structural relations (785-86). 

However, as Scott argues in her exchange with Btyan D. Palmer on the 
same issue, one cannot claim, as Palmer does, that the experience of class 
struggle is directly knowable except to those with a false consciousness, 
or perhaps none at all.[16] Such cannot be claimed given that there is no 
opposition between discourse and class struggle; "class struggle is 
produced in discourse," the latter understood, of course, not as utterances 
or words, but as whole ways of thinking and understanding how society 
works.[17] Indeed, to claim that social groups possess particular forms of 
consciousness is no more than a descriptive obviousness if one does not 
immediately add that it is the discursive framework that enables these 
groups to articulate their interests, give meaning to their actions, and 
construct their identity as social agents. In the case of the labor movement, 
this means, as Scott insists, that concepts like class are required bifore 
individuals can identifY themselves as members of such a group, and 
bifore they can act collectively as such.[18] From which it follows, as I will 
discuss later on, that nineteenth-centuty workers did not act as they did 
because they belonged to the working class (however one understands 
this), but because they were immersed in a discursive universe that 
conferred a given meaning on that belonging. It is not a question of 
workers discerning the meaning of their social position in the course of the 
class struggle, and acting in accordance with it (and when they do not, it is 
because they are prey to false consciousness). What really happens is that 
these workers ascribe a certain meaning to this position and go on to act 
in accordance with it. This is what explains the statement of postsocial 
histoty that the working class is not an objective entity (and much less an 
ontological one), but a discursive construction. Because it is the modern 
discourse, and not the production relations (more exactly, it is the 
meaningful interaction between the two), that forges the subjective 
conviction that the proletariat is a class destined to carry out social 
change. 
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Thus and according to Scott, when historizing homosexuality, gender, 
or class, these historians are essentially masking "the necessarily discur­
sive" character of experience (787). Since experience is not the fruit of the 
impact of reality on the subjectivity of individuals, it can be neither the 
causal foundation of consciousness nor what defines interests, fixes iden­
tity, or dictates conscious action. On the contrruy, what we usually call ex­
perience is no more than the result of discursively apprehending reality. 
And that is just why social conditions, by themselves, cannot prescribe 
conducts; they only do so when they are thought of, regarded, or classi­
fied as relevant endowed with or deprived of relevance, silent or signif­
icant, in sum, articulated, through a given pattern of meaning or social 
imaginaty. From this perspective, the fact that every consciousness ap­
pears linked to a historical context does not mean the latter has generated 
the former through experience. On the contrruy, as Scott says, experience 
itself "is a linguistic event (it doesn't happen outside established mean­
ings)" (793). From this something fundamental ensues, namely, that expe­
rience cannot be the origin of our explanation, nor the authoritative (be­
cause seen or felt) evidence that grounds what is known, but, rather, it is 
experience itself that we have to explain (780 and 797). What, in each case, 
we have to explain is why individuals experience social conditions in one 
way and not in another way. 

Thus, the critical rethinking of the objectivist concept of experience in­
valves a radical reorientation of historical analysis. From now on, the aim is 
no longer to reenact experience nor, starting from it, to explain the origin 
of meanings and to establish the causes of actions, but, on the contrruy, 
the aim is to analyze how experience itself is constructed starting from 
the discursive articulation of reality. Or, as Scott herself encourages, from 
now on we have "to attend to the historical processes that, through 
discourse, position subjects and produce their experiences," because "it is 
not individuals who have experiences, but subjects who are constituted 
through experience" (779). It is in categories like class, worker, citizen, 
and even man and woman, and in their historical constitution as organiz­
ers of social practice and not in an alleged foundational experience 
where we should seek an explanation for the conscious behavior of indi­
viduals.[19] A problematization of experience helps to recognize the need 
or obligation to proceed with a critical scrutiny of all explanatory 
categories, usually taken for granted and, thus, unexamined, including of 
course the category of "experience" itself (780). 

From a postsocial theoretical outlook, therefore, the essential point, as 
Patrick Joyce well emphasizes, is that experience cannot be the (explana­
tory) foundation of anything. And thus, as Joyce himself argues, unlike 
the standard assumption, it was not the "experience of poverty" or the ex­
perience of "existential uncertainty and insecurity" that dictated, in Great 
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Britain in the first half of the nineteenth century, the conscious practice of 
the individuals who referred their actions to them. Nor does the "cultural 
activity" of these individuals express a "need for order, boundary and 
control" determined by a "pre-existing experience." On the contrary, both 
meanings and corresponding practices do not derive from an originating 
experience of poverty and insecurity, but from the way people articulate 
such an experience. As Joyce concludes, given that the very handling of 
reality inevitably spells constructing it, the meanings of poverty and inse­
curity "are made and not found."[20] And, consequently, there is no 
causal connection between the experience of discontent and 
consciousness, because language is not simply "the neutral medium" of 
experience, which converts the unconscious into consciousness, but, 
rather, it is language itself that articulates experience and, thus, generates 
consciousness.[21] 

A similar argument is the one adduced by Zachary Lockman concern­
ing the Egyptian labor movement. [22] According to Lockman, instead of 
using "experience" as a way of directly linking objective circumstances 
with specific forms of worker consciousness, we need to look at the 
discursive field within which there were available to workers several 
different (though interacting) ways of comprehending (or perhaps more 
precisely, structuring) their circumstances, their experiences, and 
themselves. Which forces us to also admit the possibility that a single 
reality can generate different forms of experience (and identity), 
depending on the categorial matrix in force. Among these ways of 
comprehending, Lockman adds, "may have been some that posited 
class (in whatever exact sense) as a meaningful category, but also 
others that did not, including craft identities, gender identities, and 
relations, kinship ties, loyalties to neighborhood, and what might be called 
popular-Islamic conceptions of justice and equity." 

III 

The work of Laclau and Mouffe provides us with a vivid example of ar­
ticulation or discursive construction of an object and experience, the one of 
the modem transformation of social subordination into oppression.[23] 
According to these authors, the basic question to be answered, in this re­
spect, is why, in certain circumstances, social subordination goes on to be 
conceived as oppression by individuals. That is why, in certain historical 
situations, the fact social subordination is converted into the oijed op­
pression and, consequently, becomes the base of an antagonism and gen­
erates corresponding practices of resistance. And this is because, as Laclau 
and Mouffe remark, oppression is not implicit in social subordination, 
nor, therefore, can the struggle against subordination be the result of the 
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situation of subordination itself, as if it were inevitable or natural. Unlike 
what shallow observation may suggest, social subordination and oppres­
sion are not continuous planes, nor is there any causal continuity between 
the two. Even though, of course, social subordination is a necessary con­
clition for oppression to come to life, it is not a stdftcient condition. And, 
therefore, not only should we maintain both instances separate analyti­
cally, but also, in each case, clarifY just what converts a relationship of 
subordination into a relation of oppression. 

According to Laclau and Mouffe, what makes social subordination tum 
into oppression on given occasions is the existence of certain discursive 
conditions, that is, that social subordination is made meaningful through a 
specific body of categories. These are specifically modern categories like 
equality, natural rights, or freedom. From this perspective, oppression is 
not the natural expression of social subordination, but only one of the 
forms, historically and discursively particular, in which social subordina­
tion has been objectified. Or, to express it in simpler terms, the fact that in­
dividuals conceive of, feel, or experience their social subordination as a sit­
uation of oppression does not depend on the existence of such a 
subordination or its material effects. It depends, rather, on being concep­
tualized through a given pattern of meaning. It is only then that social sub­
ordination becomes the defining criterion of interests and identities, estab­
lishes the reasons and terms of resistance, and becomes intolerable. 

Once this point has been reached, the problem is to explain how rela­
tions of oppression (relations of subordination which are transformed into 
sites of antagonism) are constituted out of relations of subordination (in 
which an agent is subjected to the decision of another one). This is because, 
as indicated, a relation of subordination is not, in and of itself, an antago­
nistic relation (153-54). As Laclau and Mouffe argue, "'serf,' 'slave' and so 
on, do not designate in themselves antagonistic positions; it is only in the 
terms of a different discursive formation, such as 'the rights inherent to 
every human being' that the differential positivity of these categories can 
be subverted and the subordination constructed as oppression. This means 
that there is no relation of oppression without the presence of a discursive 
'exterior' from which the discourse of subordination can be interrupted" 
(154). From this point of view, the perception of social subordination as 
oppression is not, as social history entails, the result of an act of con­
sciousness. What individuals do is meaningfully construct oppression out of 
social or economic subordination and not become conscious, or not, of 
their oppression. Whether individuals accept or not their subordination, 
ascribe one or another meaning to it, or grant it a greater or lesser impor­
tance for their lives, will depend on the conceptual perspective they adopt 
in each case. And the same could be said of the modalities of conduct that 
this subordination generates, specifically, of resistance to it. Nor is conduct 
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a response to the existence of social subordination itself either, but a re­
sponse, instead, to its specific articulation as oppression. Of course, as La­
clau and Mouffe clarifY, it could be admitted that wherever there is power, 
there is resistance, but it must be immediately added, "only in certain 
cases do these forms of resistance take on a political character and become 
struggles directed towards putting an end to relations of subordination as 
such" (152-53). 

Just such is the case of the relation between subordination and oppres­
sion of women. Up until the seventeenth century, feminism as a move­
ment of struggle against women's subordination could not emerge out, 
since the set of discourses that constructed women as subjects ftxed 
purely and simply in a subordinate position. For feminism to emerge, a 
discursive rupture had to occur, a displacement of the old discourse by 
another, new, and different one. Therefore, even though it is historically 
true that there have been many forms of resistance by women against 
male domination, what is really significant for historical analysis is that 
only under certain conditions and specific forms does a feminist move­
ment, one demanding equality, emerge (153). It is indeed only from the 
moment when "the democratic discourse" becomes available, one propi­
tiating the articulation of different forms of resistance to subordination, 
that the conditions exist to make possible struggle against different types 
of inequality, including the inequality of women. It is only when a dis­
placement of the democratic discourse from the "field of political equal­
ity between citizens to the field of equality between sexes" occurs, that fe­
male oppression, and thus feminism, can be constituted (154). In other 
words, for the object oppression of women (and its associated form of 
practice, feminism) to emerge, the new democratic principles of liberty 
and equality needed first to be imposed as the foundation of social imag­
inary (or, in the authors' terms, constituted as a fundamental nodal point 
in the construction of the political). This decisive mutation in the social 
imaginary of Western societies took place two hundred years ago and can 
be defined in these terms: "the logic of equivalence was transformed into 
the fundamental instrument of production of the social" (154-55). 

This is what both authors, following Tocqueville, refer to as "demo­
cratic revolution," a term that designates "the end of a society of a hierar­
chic and inegalitarian type, ruled by a theological-political logic in which 
the social order had its foundation in divine will." A society "in which the 
social body was conceived of as a whole in which individuals appeared 
fixed in differential positions." A social body in which politics "could not 
be more than the repetition of hierarchical relations which reproduced the 
same type of subordinated subject" (155). The "key-moment" of this dem­
ocratic revolution was the French Revolution, since, with it, a new social 
imaginary and the claim of popular sovereignty emerged; a new legiti 
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macy appears and a new mode of institution of the social is established 
(155). This break with the Old Regime, symbolized by the Declaration of 
the Rights of Man, would provide the discursive conditions that made it 
possible to propose different forms of inequality as illegitimate and anti­
natural, and thus make them equivalent as forms of oppression. "Here lay 
the profound subversive power of the democratic discourse, which would 
allow the spread of equality and liberty into increasingly wider domains 
and therefore act as a fermenting agent upon the different forms of strug­
gle against subordination." Such is the case of the labor movement of the 
nineteenth century, whose demands were constructed, precisely, with the 
help of the categories of this new democratic discourse (155). 

Of course, from a postsocial standpoint, discursive articulation is not only 
the base for the transformation of concrete social phenomena into objects. It 
is also the operation through which society, as a whole, is objectified, and, in 
particular, through which it has been objectified, in modem times, specifi­
cally as society that is, as an objective, autonomous, and self-regulating 
structure that works as the causal foundation of social practice, identities, re­
lations, or institutions. With the advent of postsocial history, the standard 
concept of society has also cracked and dissolved, at the same time as the 
concept itself has been reconstructed by postsocial scholarship on new 
bases. A reconstruction that was initiated with a historicization of the con­
cept of society but one that has ended up in a radical rethinking of the very 
nature of society (or the social) as object (as well as of the notion of social 
causality associated with it.) In this respect, then, postsocial history begins 
by pointing out, as Joyce does, the following: even though the process of 
reification or naturalization to which every concept is subjected converts it 
into a common sense concept, this should not distract us from the fact that 
the notion of society is a historical construct and that "the idea that 'society' 
comprised a system, was one particular manifestation of this much larger 
history of 'society,' a manifestation taking clearer form in the eighteenth cen­
tury."[24]1t is indeed in this time when social reality and interpersonal 
relations start to be conceived as a domain that transcends and is 
independent of the will of individuals, at the same time as it is the 
unintended outcome of their actions. That is, as a domain governed by its 
own rules and endowed with an internal mechanism of stability and change 
that, by virtue of this, operates as the foundation of human life (replacing 
religion as the ultimate ground of order and as the ontological frame of 
human experience). 

So far, however, we have seen nothing new. The work of theoretical re­
construction as such really starts when postsocial historians add that this 
understanding and conceptualization of social reality is not the result of a 
discovery, but of a construction. The notion of society did not appear be­
cause the rules that govern human society had been discerned, but be­
cause human society came to be meaningfully reconstructed through new 
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conceptual parameters. The notion of society is not, thus, the designative 
label of a phenomenon that really exists, but the category through which, 
at a given moment, social relations began to be made sense of and con­
verted into an object in this case, the object "society." As Keith M. Baker 
argues, there is no such thing as a discovery of society, "as if it were a pos­
itivity whose true reality was simply waiting to be revealed by the eclipse 
of religion." Society "is not the solid reality seen by human eyes as soon 
as they were disenchanted with religion" this is only the story told by 
the modem discourse itself. Society is not "a brute objective fact," but 
rather a certain meaningful construction of social reality instituted in 
practice. This does not imply, as Baker remarks, a denial that interde­
pendence in human relations exists as such, but simply that "there are 
many possible ways in which this interdependence might be con­
structed." Sodety is no more than the specific conceptual construction of 
that interdependence forged during the Enlightenment.[25] 

The historiographical repercussions of this theoretical reconstruction of 
the concept of society are obvious and many (although I only mention 
two, briefly, here). To start with, if the concept of society, coined in the 
modem age, is not a designative label of an objective phenomenon (that 
is, independent of and prior to the mediation of the concept itself), and is, 
instead, a historically specific way of meaningfully constructing social 
sphere, the latter, then, does not constitute an objective instance and 
should not be taken as such in historical analysis. This implies, as well, 
that the concept of society (in the sense of social structure) is deprived of 
all epistemological content and all cognitive power and that the notion of 
social causality also loses any utility as a tool of social analysis. Nonethe­
less, as social causality is dealt with in a later chapter, here I will limit my­
self to the other, far more concrete repercussion. 

As I have indicated, the advent of postsocial history has not only in­
volved discarding the concepts of society and social causality, but has also 
thwarted their reconstruction, seriously reducing, thus, the scope of their 
historical applicability and analytical appropriateness, an outcome al­
ready implicit in and logically deductible from the very decline the con­
cept of society suffers. In proceeding with this theoretical reconstruction, 
the first statement postsocial history makes is: if society is not an objective 
phenomenon, as social history assumes, but a discursive construction, 
then it cannot have an universal existence (as social historians also tend to 
believe). Instead, society as objective structure can only exist during the 
modem period of human history and even here, only in those situations 
where the objectivist variant of modem discourse is in force. Hence, it is a 
grave mistake to extrapolate and apply the notions of society and social 
causality to historical periods or situations in which these notions did not 
exist as such, as social historians have been doing for decades. 
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Thus, postsocial history denies that social reality is an objective struc­
ture, but, at the same time, postsocial history recognizes that, in certain 
historical situations, social reality works as an objective structure, and as 
such causally determines the identity and practice of individuals. And 
therefore it could be claimed that there are relations of social causality. But 
this only occurs in those historical circumstances in which the social sphere 
has been articulated as "society." Only when individuals are located un­
der the influence of the modem category of society and, in consequence, 
effectively operate and organize their practice through such a category, can 
such practice be considered socially determined. In other words, only 
when individuals explicitly defme their interests, identities, or expecta­
tions out of their social conditions of existence, can it be said that society 
is really working as an objective structure. Which, in tum, implies that if 
the social sphere has been able to work, on certain occasions, over the last 
two centuries, as an objective structure, this has not been due to its being 
such but to its articulation as such. If many individuals and groups like, 
for example, the class-based labor movement have defined their identity 
and acted in accordance with their social position, this was not because 
they were really determined by it but because social position had been 
previously articulated as the foundation of identity. Not even in modem 
times, in which "society" and social causality have an effective existence, 
can the social sphere be considered the causal foundation of experience 
and practice. Even in this case, experience and practice are causally linked 
to discursive mediation, not to the social referent, or, if more helpful, to so­
ciety as an object and not to society as a real phenomenon.[26] 

This is why, as some authors have pointed out, when studying modem 
societies, historical analysis must shift "from the assumption of an objec­
tive 'society' to the study of how the category of 'the social' was formed."[27] 
In this case too, if the behavior of individuals is not because of their social 
location but because this has been articulated as a social objectivity, then to 
explain such behavior we have to focus our analytical attention on the 
process of articulation itself. It is in this process, and not in the living cir­
cumstances, where the causal origin of practice is to be found. And a sim­
ilar "discursive move"[28] is required if we want to understand and 
explain, in general, the appearance and development of modem society, 
the identities that embody it, the conflicts that run through it, or certain 
problematics, not previously conceivable, that now come into view. In the 
same way, close historical analysis of the genealogy and practical 
deployment of the category of society is requisite in order to make 
intelligible all those actions aimed at acting upon society itself, at controlling, 
specifically, the conditions of social reproduction. The fact that society has 
been discursively objectified as an ultimately originating entity is what 
explains that, in the modem period, "the social" has become a mode of 
governance, to which 
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forms of knowledge are so closely linked. It has become, on the one hand, 
an object of theory-knowledge and study and, on the other, an object of 
regulatory intervention, a target of policy, or a site of practice. This 
discursive objectivization is what explains the conception of society as 
susceptible to technical control and of practice in terms of social 
engineering and what makes, therefore, intelligible the set of actions 
that intends to control, plan, regulate, orient, or direct social processes. 
But best I avoid treading further on this path, which is not, on this 
occasion, the one historical research follows. Let me simply note, at this 
closure, that in this particular case too, the denaturalization of the 
concept of society seems not only to have placed the history of concept 
formation at the center of the stage but also to have turned such a 
history into the cornerstone of social theory. 



4 

The Making of 

Interests and Identities 

I 

Rethinking the nature and genesis of social objectivity and critical re­
view of the concept of experience involve a reconstruction of 
two other capital concepts of historical analysis, the concepts of interest 
and identity. In this case, too, what postsocial historians essentially argue, 
as one can readily guess, is that if every experience of social reality is 
discursively constructed, then individuals' interests and identities cannot 
be objectively inscribed in their social (or material) position either. They 
are, instead, constituted as historical factors in the very process of 
articulating or meaningfully constructing such a position. But, once more, 
let me look at this more closely, starting with the concept of interest. 

To better appreciate the terms and the depth of the rethinking of the 
concept of interest tackled by postsocial history, we should remember, if 
only briefly, that, in the objectivist paradigm, the interests of individuals 
are, in general, located in and generated by their socioeconomic position. 
And thus, for example, the poor, slaves, peasants, craftsmen, modern fac­
tory workers, or members of the middle class, conscious or not of the fact, 
would have specific interests depending on their belonging to a certain 
social category. Hence interests operate as a real causal connection be­
tween social structure and conscious action. This is considered so because 
aspirations, expectations, and purposes that individuals aim to satisfy, re­
alize, or attain are inherent in, derive logically from, and are determined 
by their social features or attributes. Of course, it is accepted that this 
causal connection is sometimes disturbed by false consciousness, but that 
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acknowledgment does not invalidate the theoretical assumption sketched 
here. Furthermore, although, with the rise of new cultural history, this ob­
jectivist assumption was reformulated, its theoretical core remained in­
tact, as we know. For new cultural historians, individuals possess social 
interests, but, unlike what classical social historians upheld, these inter­
ests do not manifest themselves or historically work spontaneously, but 
only evince once they have been discerned, recognized, or made con­
scious in the course of practice. This active unveiling of social interests has 
to occur in order to enable them to become embodied in action. Thus, in 
new cultural history, conscious action continues to be anchored in the so­
cial being, although not directly but through the perceived being which 
cries out, as I have indicated, begging historical analysis to add an inter­
pretive moment to its initial explanatory endeavor. 

Postsocial history shares and takes, as its starting point, this sort of the­
oretical move from interests to identity or perceived being, inasmuch as it 
also maintains that interests only operate historically if they have a con­
scious existence and that the notion of hidden or unconscious interests, 
found in social history, is crippling nonsense that needs to be discarded. 
Historical actors may not be conscious (and they generally are not) of the 
origin and process involved in the constitution of interests leading them to 
act in a certain way. But they certainly cannot be ignorant of the interests 
themselves because without awareness interests could not motivate ac­
tions. To be historical factors interests have to be facts of consciousness. 
However, the agreement between the two kinds of history (new cultural 
and postsocial) ends at this point. Postsocial history immediately ques­
tions the assumption that interests are social or objective, in the sense that 
they have a previous existence in the social conditions of life and are im­
plicit in or defined by these conditions. On the contrary, the interests of in­
dividuals do not come from their social position nor, therefore, do they 
emerge through an act of consciousness, but are constituted as a result of 
the meaning social position acquires within a given social imaginary. So­
cial properties are not, in themselves, substances of interest; they are sub­
stances of interest only if they are articulated as such. Like any other sub­
jective entity, interests are brought to life by an operation of articulation 
and, therefore, individuals do not recognize or discern their interests as if 
these were preconstituted in the social sphere (or in any other referent), but 
they construct them discursively. Unlike what new cultural history sus­
tains, language does not simply provide individuals vocabulary with 
which to formulate their social interests, but language is what does enable 
them to conceive their social interests themselves. And, therefore, these in­
terests cannot have a historical existence or operate as causal factors out­
side of this operation of articulation. Thus, postsocial history, once again, 
does not limit itself to merely endorsing the aforementioned theoretical 
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move toward the perceived being, but also proceeds to causally disconnect 
this from any social being (which, in practice, spells its dissolution).[!] 

Postsocial historians believe historical scholarship is bringing to light 
and progressively making it more evident that the interests of individuals 
do not have a social foundation. No such thing as social interests actually 
exists and, as Margaret R. Somers points out, we should stop imputing a 
particular set of interests to people as members of social categories.[2] 
Contrary to widely accepted historical assumption, the place individuals 
occupy in social relations does not imply, in and of itself, certain living 
expectations or aims. Interests are constituted in a distinct sphere and 
through a process different from the one assumed by the social causality 
paradigm. It is the categorial matrix or prevailing social imaginary that 
confers, in each case, meaning on social properties or situations and 
makes possible for these to acquire the condition of foundation of indi­
viduals' interests.[3] If social reality has no intrinsic meanings, then the 
interests associated with it cannot constitute a preexisting social entity. 
On the contrary, as Keith M. Baker states, these interests are nothing 
more than "a principle of differentiation," since they are forged as the 
result of the relative position that individuals or groups come to occupy 
when being incorporated into a discursive system of differences. And 
therefore the interests of individuals as well as the conflicts of interests in 
which these become involved are not simply given in social position, 
but they depend on the meaningful relationship into which this position 
enters with all other social positions.[4] If interests are not given in some 
prediscursive ontological social structure, we are compelled to explain, 
in each case, why certain social positions generate certain interests, and 
not take for granted, as social-new cultural history does, that there is a 
causal or logically necessary link between the two. 

Furthermore, the discursive, not social, nature of interests is what ex­
plains that similar social positions can generate different interests and 
that, in general, interests are precarious and unstable historeal products 
which are always subjected to processes of redefinition or 
reconstruction.[S] Changes in discursive conditions not only force 
individuals to reformulate their traditional interests and demands and to 
base them on new social diagnoses (in order to gain practical efficacy), 
but also make it possible for new interests and demands, whose 
existence was previously impossible, to appear and be enunciated. 
This is what happens, for example, during the liberal revolutions, when 
the rise and institutionalization of the modern discourse converts 
political participation into a primordial interest of the lower strata of 
the Third Estate. Or, as Baker suggests, when the appearance of such 
a discourse generates, by succeeding in changing the perception of feudal 
relations as natural ones, an interest in abolishing feudalism, an interest 
that is neither contained in 
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nor causally deducible from feudal relations themselves, but one engen­
dered in the process of discursive rearticulation of these very relations. In 
this case too, the modem-liberal discourse is not what allows peasants to 
make previously existing interests explicit, as social history would main­
tain, but it is the means through which interests are constituted as such. A 
peasant can only become interested in abolishing feudalism once this has 
been denaturalized by an external discourse, but not while continuing to 
articulate it through the categories of the feudal discourse itself. And, as 
Baker argues, unless we take into account new discursive conditions, we 
will not be able to explain "the meanings of 'social' events" taking place 
during the so-called Great Fear of the summer of 1789.[6] 

As we know, by redefining the concept of interest in this way, postso­
cial history expels any notion of false consciousness, entailing, as it does, the 
existence of objective social interests. If interests are not inscribed in their 
social positions or material referents, then there is neither true nor false 
consciousness with respect to them (nor are there normal or deviated be­
haviors), but simply different forms of articulating interests out of such 
positions or referents. In those cases in which social actors do not seem to 
behave in accordance with (or even behave in opposition to) the interests 
that they allegedly possess by virtue of their social position for example, 
peasants supporting counterrevolution or workers voting conservative 
it is certainly not a question of these actors having a false consciousness 
of their interests. They have articulated their interests through a categorial 
matrix not considered the standard one. Their behavior should not be 
understood as immature expressions of the social being or as indirect 
ways of realizing social interests, for example, regarding the aforemen­
tioned antiliberal peasant resistance to be merely the ideologically dis­
guised channel of the peasant revolution. 

Of course, the claim that social interests do not exist should not be un­
derstood, as often occurs, in a narrowly literal sense. What this statement 
means is not that interests lack a social base or that they are socially arbi­
trary, as it is evident that every interest is always constituted out of a ref­
erent, whether social or material. Every interest always appears as a sub­
jective response to a given social or living situation. Nor does it mean that 
interests, as revisionism maintains, are mere political or ideological con­
structions. What postsocial history rejects is a social essentialist concep­
tion of interests, and therefore, what it resolutely asserts is that interests 
are not objective, in the sense that they are not something implicit in the so­
cial attributes of people that become explicit in their consciousness. What 
postsocial history states is not that socioeconomic factors are irrelevant, 
but that their contribution to the making of interests is always made 
through the mediation of a certain discursive pattern. And that, in conse­
quence, a given socioeconomic or physical property or feature only be 
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comes a defining criterion of interests and thus begins to mold the be­
havior of individuals if and only if it has been discursively endowed 
with such a meaning, and not because of its mere existence. Social attri­
butes undoubtedly constitute the necessary material support of interests, 
but they are not their causal foundation. Interests, as historical phenom­
ena, are not gestated in the social sphere, but in the space of signification 
resulting from the interaction of such a sphere with a specific social imag­
inary. Interests neither exist prior to the mediation of the discourse, nor do 
they have exteriority with respect to this. Once social, material, or physi­
cal referents have been articulated, the resulting interests appear as their 
natural effects. But that should not confuse us and make us lose sight of 
the fact that the link between the two is natural only within some specific 
discursive framework and that this link could not have been established 
without the active and practical presence of such a framework. Thus, in 
the present historiographical phase, the debate about the concept of in­
terest no longer consists of a confrontation between idealism and materi­
alism, but between materialism and idealism and a history based on the 
concept of discursive mediation. And for the latter, discourse is the means 
by which interests are constituted, whereas (political) ideology is merely 
the vocabulary in which individuals talk about them. 

This new concept of interest can be quite disturbing and not always 
easy to assimilate. In a historiographical culture deeply pervaded with re­
flectionism or representationalism, such a concept seems to come into 
conflict with the most elemental common sense. It can be admitted that in. 
some cases the causal connection between social situation and interests is 
not as evident as social history has tended to believe. But when interests 
are of an economic or a material nature, the causal character of the con­
nection does not seem to allow any doubt. In these cases, interests appear to 
be mere natural responses and, therefore, resulting behaviors not only seem 
to be unequivocally induced by material life, but the only possible and ex­
pected ones. Of course, there are situations in which expected responses are 
absent or delayed, but that would be a mere, passing anomaly. And thus, 
sooner or later every individual subjugated to unfavorable socioeconomic 
conditions ends up rebelling against them, and he/ she does so in a simi.l.ar 
manner. However, from the perspective of postsocial history, even in the 
cases just described, such a conclusion seems precipitate. And not only be­
cause the response does not always ocx::ur and, when it does, it is not always 
similar. That is, not only because contingency and heterogeneity are nonac­
cidental features but consubstantial ones, something, in the end, a1ready em­
phasized by new cultural history. The conclusion is precipitate because in 
cases as elemental as these are, the emergence of interests always involves 
an operation of meaningful construction, however rudimentary it may be. 
As I have remarked, even crude economic exploitation does not become 
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intolerable and does not generate an interest in mitigating and, much less, in 
eradicating it, until it is objectified through the category of exploitation itself 
or, in other words, until the relation of exploitation is discursively denatu­
ralized. As Patrick Joyce obsenred some time ago, economic relations, how­
ever exploitative they may be (in a technical or moral sense), do not possess a 
single-minded meaning, but present themselves to people in countless 
ways, depending I would add on the social imaginary through which 
they are apprehended.[7] And, therefore, even though it is obvious that the 
said interest, in order to emerge, requires the prior existence of an economic 
relation of exploitation, it is also obvious that this relation does not generate 
such an interest by itself, but only insofar as it has been endowed with a spe­
cific meaning (moral, economical, political, historical, etc). 

That is why saying, for example, galley slaves are interested in leaving 
their situation, workers in improving their wages and working condi­
tions, or women in putting an end to their subordination.[8] is no more than 
empirical triviality, lacking any explanatory value, and analytically irrel­
evant (apart from probably being a flagrant historical anachronism). 
These examples simply record the existence of a relationship between so­
cial position and interests, avoiding completely the truly crucial question of 
why such "interests" are activated or not in certain historical circum­
stances and why they are activated in one way and not in another. For al­
though it is an empirically obvious fact that there is a link between social 
position and interest, the standard response based on an act of conscious­
ness is unsatisfactory precisely because it cannot explain why social posi­
tion historically generates interest. That is, why galley slaves, workers, and 
women only manifest their interest in emancipation (or, if you prefer, why 
emancipation becomes thinkable, conceivable, and therefore desirable) 
only in certain circumstances (and not in all). 

The answer from postsocial history is that such an interest only is not 
activated by itself or through experience, but it is activated only when in­
dividuals convert discursively their social positions into meaningful ob­
jects. Without this operation of meaningful construction, the "interest" 
would never have become interest in its proper sense (that is, as a con­
scious entity). Since any response to social environment involves and mo­
bilizes a system of meanings, interests are not activated in a meaningless 
vacuum. They do not emerge simply as the result of an act of self-reflec­
tion or demystification, as if individuals faced up to their social position 
and ended up recognizing their essence in one way or another. On the 
contrary, interests are never enunciated in neutral terms and therefore the 
motives agents manifest are always discursively pervaded (and not just 
socially anchored). Thus, in order to have galley slaves, workers, and 
women reaching the conviction, at a given moment, that their situation is 
not natural and could be modified, the mere existence of that situation is 
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not enough. Their deployment of some sort of conceptual repertoire, no 
matter how elemental (injustice, personal dignity, exploitation, etc.), was 
also necessary for them to be able to conceive their situation as unnatural, 
a situation, up until that moment, perceived as natural. In short, for post­
social history, the fact that individuals or groups may have certain "objec­
tive" interests, in a purely abstract and ahistorical sense, lacks historical 
significance or analytical interest (apart from being empirically in­
scrutable), since the only historically existent interests are those that indi­
viduals show they have. These are the only interests that have historical ef­
fects, since they generate practices and social relations and institutions. 
And as far as real interests are concerned, they are always genetically 
linked to a discursive pattern or social imaginary, without whose media­
tion they would not have been able to emerge or be enunciated. 

This is what happens, for example, and as I have put forward, in the 
case of the relationship between what Terry Eagleton calls "being a 
woman (a social situation) and being a feminist (a political position)." Ac­
cording to Eagleton, all women will not spontaneously become feminists, 
but "they ought to do so," and a demystified understanding of their op 
pressed social condition would logically lead them in that direction. [9] This 
argument, however, not only involves a sort of epistemological teleology, 
but it does not even seem very plausible. If this were the case, it would 
imply that women, for thousands of years, were incapable of recognizing 
their interests and that only suddenly, at the end of the eighteenth century, 
did they start, in an increasingly massive fashion, to do so. Of course, a 
social historian would maintain that feminism emerged as a consequence 
of the appearance of the modern social and ideological world and that its 
extension, from the nineteenth century on, can be attributed to changes in 
the social situation of women. And that, for example, the rise of feminism 
in the 1960s was no more than an effect of women starting to engage in 
paid work on a large scale. However, in the sequence of this reasoning, 
there is still a need for an essential link, namely an explanation of why 
women experienced and meaningfully faced their new social and em­
ployment situation in these terms and not in other ones. Indeed, as put 
forward earlier, women's interest in equality or emancipation occurred 
historically when the categories and logic of equivalence of the modern 
discourse were put into play, and certainly not by the existence of the sub­
ordination of women. Nor did the large-scale incorporation of women 
into paid work, by itself, bring about a rise in feminism. Incorporation 
into the workplace had been articulated by discursive categories, like 
those of labor, that objectify productive work as the base of civil, political, 
and social rights, insisting these rights be granted to individuals who do 
such a work. In short, the changes in women's socioeconomic situation 
had the effect they did because they interacted with a specific discursive 
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framework and, therefore, it was this interaction that made transforma­
tion of the legal, political, cultural, or moral status of women possible. 
As I have indicated, the reticence to accept the discursive, in lieu of the 
oQjective, nature of interests diminishes when interests are not so materi­
ally immediate, but more complex in their defmition and scope. That is 
what happens, for example, in the case of the relationship between work­
ing class and social revolution, one of the capital episodes of modem his­
tory. For a long time, historians tended to consider it obvious that the so­
cioeconomic condition of workers Qack of property, subjection to economic 
exploitation, subordinate position in production relations, lower living 
standards, and so on) presupposes, in some way, that workers are poten­
tially revolutionary and are objectively interested in revolutionary social 
change. And this view is upheld, as I have pointed out, regardless of 
whether said interest operates spontaneously or is symbolically activated. 
However, this does not seem to be the case for postsocial history. That it 
did seem to be so for so long was due to the fact that apart, of course, 
from the practice of the labor movement itself historical analysis of the is­
sue employed the same social imaginary that had brought about the inter­
est in social revolution. That is why, as soon as one moves out of that imag­
inary or, at least, to its limits, what previously appeared and was perceived 
as a natural effect or an objective process shows itself to be, instead, a 
rhetorical effect. Of course there is no doubt about the existence of a link 
between working class condition and social revolution, as the latter is an 
empirically demonstrable response to the former. But, this link is only rna­
terial or factual, not causal. For the link to become established, the work­
ing class condition itself had to be conceptualized through categories like 
exploitation, class, or social revolution, or, simply, as a "social question," a 
problem to be resolved. Modem-socialist language did not make explicit 
an interest that was socially implicit, but modem-socialist language, with 
its mediation, did constitute interests as such. To claim that the interest in 
social revolution was implicit in the working class is not only risky, since it 
is impossible to prove, but analytically irrelevant as well. We do know 
that, on some occasions, groups of workers have had such an interest, but 
we do not know that this interest is objective. As Emesto Laclau and Chan­
tal Mouffe remark, although working class and socialism are not incom­
patible, the fundamental interests in socialism cannot be logically deduced 
from the position ofthe working class in the economic process.[lO] 

II 

A similar process of theoretical rethinking involves the concept of ideniiJy. 
Like other social sciences or relatively young disciplines such as cultural 
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studies, the field of historical studies has also been shaken up by heated 
debate over the question of identity. This has enabled historians to make 
their own contribution to that "veritable explosion" [ 11] of interest in this 
issue that has occurred in recent years. One result of this debate has been 
the emergence of a new notion of subject, different from both the rational 
subject of idealist history and the social subject of materialist history. 

Before getting down to specifics, however, it is worth remarking that 
the starting point of the historiographical debate on identity is to be found 
in the critical reaction of social history to the notion of individual or ra­
tional subject. Traditional history, as will no doubt be recalled, conceived 
individuals as natural, autonomous, originary, unitary, and stable subjects 
and, therefore, as rational and fully aware agents who are the centered au­
thors of social practice and the foundation and origin of social relations. 
This is why its historical research is a hermeneutical, interpretive, or com­
prehensive undertaking with the purpose of recovering agents' thoughts, 
intentions, and motives. For social history, on the contrary, identity is a so­
cial construction, not a natural attribute. Instead of a fixed entity, identity 
is only a historical form of closure or point of suture that changes de­
pending on social circumstances. Individuals derive their identity from 
their place within social relations and, therefore, subjects are no more than 
historically specific expressions of the social conditions of existence, since 
the latter are what set the terms in which people perceive and character­
ize themselves. Thus, according to social history, the very notion of indi­
vidual or rational subject is no more than an ideological representation of 
modern social conditions and, in particular, of the rise of the middle class 
(which is why social historians discarded any notion of human agency). 

In new cultural history, with its conferring an active function to sym­
bolic, cultural, or narrative mediation in the process of making con­
sciousness, the concept of identity becomes more complex and dynamic. 
For new cultural historians, even if identity is implicit in its social refer­
ent, it is accomplished as such in the subjective sphere. It does not emerge 
and project itself into action spontaneously, but only when it is experien­
tially discerned and transformed into self-consciousness. Identity, al­
though it is inscribed in a system of structural relations, enjoys a relative 
autonomy. Thus, by defining it as a practical entity and by adding per­
ceived being to social being, new cultural history stresses much more the 
fluid, contingent, unstable, and fragmented condition of subject, as well 
as its many-sided and plural character. In consequence, an image of sub­
ject has emerged which takes the form of a kind of polyhedron or even a 
kaleidoscopic figure, oomposed of different sides or facets. Furthermore, 
identity appears as the result of a conjunction, sometimes conflictive, of 
many different identity referents (class, race, gender, sex, nation, religion, 
etc.) that are continually rearranged and hierarchically reordered in the 
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flow of social life and in accordance with the living strategies of the sub­
jects themselves. A concept of identity, in sum, that is far richer in nuance, 
that pays more attention to the folds and modulations of everyday life, 
and that has a greater ambition and capacity for concrete analysis. How­
ever, as I have emphasized when dealing with the internal evolution of 
the social history paradigm, new cultural history never transcends the 
limits of this paradigm and, therefore, although it redefmes the form of 
identity, it does not alter its final nature. New cultural historians continue 
to consider identity an objective social attribute. Identity is realized in the 
cultural sphere, but its source lies in a social context with the capacity to 
determine meaningfully and not just materially individuals' con­
sciousness. In this point too, new cultural history is governed by the con­
ceptual logic of the dichotomous model. Consequently, the discussion, on 
adopting the form of a tension between structure and agency, between in­
dividual and society, boils down to deciding which of the two instances 
warrants causal primacy. 

However, since the theoretical dichotomous model has been denatural­
ized, the discussion on identity has taken on new contours, and historical 
scholarship has gradually shifted its gaze, starting to get around theoret­
ical impasse and beyond seemingly unsolvable dilemma severely hinder­
ing potential advancement in the historiographical debate surrounding 
identity and identity-related questions. With the advent of postsocial his­
tory, reflection and discussion about identity have entered a qualitatively 
new phase, if only because the criticism of postsocial historians is no 
longer directed against the notion of rational subject only, but against the 
notion of social subject also. Of course, postsocial historians realize the 
subjectivist conception of identity obtains and continues to have enor­
mous influence in the field of historical studies, even a hegemonic one in 
many areas. But they believe such a conception of identity has been ir­
revocably undermined on the theoretical level, is no longer at the leading 
edge of historical research, and that despite the increase in revisionist his­
tory, the battle against it belongs to an already relinquished stage of his­
toriographical debate. Therefore, the notion of social subject is what now 
clamors for special attention and serious critical scrutiny.[12] 

Postsocial history starts its theoretical rethinking of the concept of iden­
tity where new cultural history left it. Postsocial history takes off with the 
assumption that subjects or forms of social identification (the ways indi­
viduals and groups perceive themselves) are historical entities, not uni­
versal and autonomous essences. It also begins with the new cultural 
premise that identities are not states, but positions, that they are differen­
tial or relational entities, and that they do not make up a homogeneous 
whole, but a plural and fractured one. However, postsocial history then 
goes a step further, not just because it also submits social subject to criti 
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cism or because it has renewed the arguments against rational subject. It 
takes this further step because in addition to merely historicizing identity 
or making its physiognomy more complex, postsocial history, above all, 
proceeds to completely redefine the genesis and nature of identity. First, 
postsocial history ceases to pose the discussion on identity in dichoto­
mous terms, stating that identity is neither a natural attribute nor a social 
or cultural construct (or a combination of the two). The making of identi­
ties is impossible to grasp and explain with the standard dual scheme. 
Second, just as the historization of subjectivity overwhelmed, in its day, 
the notion of natural or rational identity, so the crisis of the concept of so­
ciety is subverting the notion of social subject or social identity. This is one 
of the fundamental sequels of recent developments in historical scholar­
ship and historiographical debate. If social reality does not constitute an 
objective structure, then people's identities cannot be the expression of 
their social position. If meaning is about an interaction between social re­
ality and an inherited categorial matrix then a "meaning-filled" entity like 
identity is also forged as the result of the interplay between social or real 
position and discursive social imaginary. 

And this is indeed the basic theoretical premise of postsocial history. 
The identity of individuals the way they conceive, classify, and charac­
terize themselves and in accordance to which they act is not an expres­
sion of their social position, but rather the effect of a particular way of ar­
ticulating such a position and the experience of it. The way in which 
people identify themselves (individually or collectively) depends on the 
discursive patterns of identification prevailing in each historical situation. It 
is the discursive domain that sets out in advance [13] the possible modes of 
subjectivization, the criteria through which subjects are delimited, distrib­
uted, and formed. It is the social imaginary that, on giving social context its 
meaningful existence, also confers a meaning on the place that people oc­
cupy in it, thus forging their self-perception and turning them into subjects 
and agents within such a context. Specifically, it is just such a discursive 
imaginary that establishes which physical, social, economic, cultural, reli­
gious, geographical, or whichever other features define the identity of indi­
viduals, thus configuring the bearers of these features as specific subjects. 
Thus, according to postsocial history, the categories of subjectivization or 
identification not only precede identities and are not mere labels or ideolog­
ical expressions of preexisting identities, but are what generate the different 
forms of identity when those categories are historically deployed. And thus, 
for example, it was the appearance and historical enthroning of categories 
like rational individual, class, or nation that made it possible for people to 
start to feel and behave as such. It was these categories that made it possible 
for natural qualities, location in the production relations, or place of birth to 
become and operate as the identity foundation of the people involved. This 
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process of construction of identity can, of course, be masked when iden­
tity is presented as something natural and stable. As Joan W. Scott re­
marks, the imposition of a categorial (and universal) subject-status (the 
worker, the peasant, the woman, the black) has shrouded the operations of 
difference in the organization of social life, since each category, taken as 
fixed, has tended to solidify the process of subject-construction, making it 
less rather than more apparent, naturalizing it instead of encouraging 
analysis of it.[14] But this should not distract us from recognizing that 
the origin of these forms of subject lies in such operations of difference, 
demanding, and certainly worthy analytical attention. 

Despite the logical continuity that seems to exist between identities and 
their social referents (to the extent that one tends to see the former as a 
sort of natural secretion of the latter), the connection between both in­
stances is not objective; it is not set up through an operation of represen­
tation. As I have just said, people do not define themselves, feel, or act as 
subjects, in one way or another, due to the simple fact of possessing cer­
tain social or natural features, but because these features have acquired 
the condition of defining traits of personality. Likewise, when individuals 
perceive and identify collectively, they are not merely describing or rec­
ognizing themselves as members of a social category or group; they are 
assuming the identity meaning that this membership implies. Therefore, 
identity is not a mere conscious representation or reflection of its referent, 
it is not a quality or feature that social referents have and that individuals, 
in one way or another, become aware of and project into action. On the 
contrary, identities always emerge out of a historically specific objec­
tivization of the referent itself. For the connection between the two to be 
established and for identity to be able to achieve a conscious existence, it 
is not enough that referent exist. It is also necessary that referent be artic­
ulated as an object of identity, that is, as a criterion with which to define 
people's identity. And since this is something that always comes about as 
a result of applying a given categorial matrix or system of differences, in­
dividuals do not, then, recognize or discover themselves as subjects and 
agents, but construct themselves meaningfully as such when they apply 
such a classificatory grid. 

In this case too, we should stop imputing a particular identity to peo­
ple as members of a certain social category or group, since social mem­
bership is a causally inert fact. It only works as an object of identity when 
it is incorporated into a materialist and representationist social imaginary. 
This leads to a double conclusion of enormous transcendence to historical 
analysis. On the one hand, identity is causally linked to the object, not to 
the referent (its link to the referent is purely material, factual). On the 
other, objects of identity do not preexist identities themselves. The two, 
both objects and identities, are constituted simultaneously in the same 
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process of articulation of social context, because for subject and object to 
be able to emerge and relate to each other, an appropriate space of signi­
fication must previously exist. And thus, for example, as we will see later 
on, concepts like class construct not only class identity but, also, class it­
self as an object. 

The fact that discursive patterns of identification precede the emer­
gence of identities and not the other way round is what leads Patrick 
Joyce, for example, to question Jurgen Habermas's thesis that the public 
sphere or civil society is an expression of the rise of the bourgeoisie or 
middle class. What Habermas presents as an explanation (the bour­
geoisie), argues Joyce, is really what must be explained, because the bour­
geoisie, as a subject not of course as a social group is a consequence of 
the appearance and social deployment of the modern category of civil so­
ciety, not its own generating cause. The appearance of the modern dis­
course enabled the bourgeoisie to conceive itself as a subject and to be­
come constituted as an agent; but the bourgeoisie did not create the 
modem discourse. Or, in the words of Joyce himself, it was the discourse 
and practice of civil society and the public sphere that "enabled groups of 
people to view themselves as 'bourgeois' in the first place."[lS] And the 
same could be said of other modern modalities of identity, like sexual 
identity. As I have already pointed out, historical research carried out in 
this field is revealing that it was the appearance of the category of sexual­
ity articulating sexual practices as criteria of individualization that 
converted individuals into sexual subjects. It was, therefore, the historical 
process that created not only the sexual identity but also, at the same time, 
constructed sex (biological fact) as an object (base ofidentity).[16] 

Thus, according to postsocial history, language does not simply 
name subjects, but it brings them to life, it makes them appear. It is not, 
as historians have usually believed up until now, that individuals express 
their identity through available language, but that they construct it 
by means of language itself. Identity is not something individuals just 
carry or social context simply imposes on them; identity is a position that 
discourse assigns individuals by articulating them through a particular 
system of differences. In this sense, it could be said that subjects are 
constituted as a result of an interpellation of discourse, to use an old, 
albeit controversial, yet still a highly expressive term.[17] Discourse, 
that is, addresses individuals, calling them to respond to classification in 
difference. If it is discourse, and not the social referent, that establishes the 
criteria for constituting subjectivity and if individuals become subjects on 
being inserted in and mobilized by the forms of identity inherent to a 
discursive formation, then the implication is that discourse really induces 
or compels individuals within its area of influence to classify themselves, 
individually or collectively, through the said criteria. And therefore one 
could say, using 
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again that usual terminology, that the discourse really hails or recruits in­
dividuals as subjects because once some social or physical features have 
become objectified as marks of subjectivization, discourse really does in­
terpellate individuals who possess those particular objectified traits as 
subjects and agents. Of course, discursive interpellation of individuals 
does not take place in a social vacuum. Discourse does not interpellate ab­
stract, ahistorical, isolated individuals, but socially located individuals, 
and it mobilizes them as subjects according to their particular social prop­
erties. In this sense, postsocial history does not deny that social position 
pushes individuals to form groups and constitute collective subjects, but 
does disavow that this is an objective movement. For postsocial historians 
it is, instead, a movement triggered from outside by a certain social imag­
inary. It is true, for example, that workers were inclined in the past to form 
identity and political groups as workers. But what made this happen was 
not just that they shared a similar socioeconomic position, but that they 
were interpellated by the class discourse, in the same way workers fur­
nished the identity of people decades earlier because they were interpel­
lated by the modem-radical discourse and by its categories of people, in­
dividual, natural rights, or citizenship. [ 18] 

It is this conception of identity that leads Keith Baker, for example, to 
call into question that the social divisions of late-eighteenth-century 
France implied, in any way, the constitution of the Third Estate as a his­
torical subject and political agent. However much we may have tended to 
think these divisions were predestined to become political identities, this 
is not so. What really brings about this new form of political identity is a 
new categorial framework coming into play (which Baker calls "political 
culture") that objectifies certain social attributes or positions as the base of 
interests and identities, converting in this way its bearers into specific 
subjects. As indicated before, what specifically converted the Third Estate 
into a political subject, in confrontation with privileged orders, was the 
application of categories like labor-property, which established produc­
tive activity as a primordial criterion of belonging to the nation. The Third 
Estate does not become a political subject just because its members shared 
certain social conditions (being productive, compared with the unpro­
ductive privileged), but because these social conditions become objects of 
identity thanks to bringing the labor-nation categorial equation into play. 
And the same could be said of the later division of the Third Estate into 
different identity groups. This is why Baker argues that instead of taking it 
for granted that the distinction between the privileged orders and the 
Third Estate is objective, that it constitutes "the most basic social cleav­
age," or it is an effect of social division itself, one must explain how and 
why such a distinction suddenly became the basic criterion of identifica­
tion, the crucial cleavage upon which the very definition of the social and 
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political order now seemed to hinge, and, in consequence, the causal 
foundation for the practice ofits members.[19] 

Thus, postsocial history continues to confer on identities the triple char­
acteristic of being contingent, unstable, and differential entities, but it 
does so in a somewhat different sense from that of new cultural history. 
For the latter, identities are contingent because, although they are implicit 
in the social sphere, they can become conscious or not, depending on 
whether they are subjectively recognized or not. For postsocial history, 
however, identities are contingent not only historically, but, above all, so­

cially. In the sense that their existence is not pre-figured in the social ref­
erent, but it depends on the suitability or inappropriateness of the discur­
sive conditions. Identities are contingent not because they might or might 
not emerge, but because they may, or may not, be born. As I have pointed 
out, it is impossible to know in advance, and regardless of discursive con­
ditions, which referent will become an identity referent, a defining crite­
rion of subjectivity. An object of identity is not something that is waiting 
to be discovered or to manifest itself, but it is something that appears and 
is constituted as such in the very process of articulating social reality. As 
Joan Scott says, "the appearance of a new identity is not inevitable or de­
termined, not something that was always there simply waiting to be ex­
pressed" (nor is it "something that will always exist in the form it was 
given in a particular political movement or at a particular historical mo­
ment").20 For this reason, precisely, we cannot confer a normative value on 
any identity object, nor can we establish epistemological hierarchies 
among the different forms of identity, as if some were natural, ontologi­
cally complete, or superior to the rest. The fact that, in a given historical 
juncture, a certain referent operates as an object of identity does not mean 
that the same thing will occur in all historical situations, and when it fails 
to occur, that does not mean the process of creating identity has not yet 
been consumed, is still in an early stage, or that it has been blocked by 
false consciousness, nor, simply, that the individuals involved are prey to 
alienation, in the sense that they have failed in their attempt to know 
themselves. However, if identity is causally linked to the object, and not 
the referent, the fact that similar social positions generate different forms 
of identity (or do not generate any) should not be interpreted as an anomaly, 
but simply as a consequence of the fact that such social positions have 
been articulated through different discursive patterns. This is what ex­
plains, for example, societies with similar class divisions presenting such 
distinct class identities, or not having any at all. 

Postsocial history also admits identities are unstable, however much they 
may be presented as natural and fixed, in order to have, as James Vernon 
points out, a "sense of collective agency." This is what happens, according 
to Vernon, with the class identity of the nineteenth -century socialist parties 
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or the feminine identity resulting from applying the concept of citizenship 
(which leads to the political exclusion of women).[21] Nonetheless, for 
post-social history, the instability of identities is not just because social 
conditions themselves are unstable but because the discursive conditions 
that, in each case, stabilize identities are also unstable. Postsocial history, as 
previously stated, does not limit itself to historicizing identities (already 
done decades before by social history) nor does it limit itself to denying the 
natural fixity of subjects, but goes further, denying its social fixity. It is in 
this sense, and not in the conventional one, that postsocial history 
conceives the unstable nature of identity. And this is why it intends to 
leave behind not just the natural essentialism, but also the social 
essentialism that is, the idea that, as Scott says, "there are fixed identities, 
visible to us as social or natural facts." [22] Thus, postsocial history 
advocates a notion of identity that stresses its nonfixity and sees it as an 
unstable ordering of multiple possibilities. But what postsocial historians 
stress is that the provisional nature of every identity is due to its 
constitution within an ever-changing discourse and through an operation 
of differential arrangement.[23] 

Finally, for postsocial history identities are clearly differential entities 
not only because of their form, but above all, because of their nature. Post­
social history takes for granted that all identities are forged out of the con­
trast with and the exclusion of other identification possibilities, that is, 
through the production of frontier-effects. Any identity undoubtedly re­
quires a constitutive outside that, although suppressed, is in a sense al­
ways present (and so every identity is always threatened by what it has 
left out). And thus, for example, in the constitution of any pair of identi­
ties (masculine-feminine, black-white, homosexual-heterosexual, or 
proletariat-bourgeoisie), not only does one term depend on the other (of­
ten in a hierarchical fashion), but, in addition, both imply each other. 
However, postsocial history also considers all identities differential be­
cause of their process of constitution, as they are the result of applying a 
system of differences and not just the result of the existence of a relational 
set of social referents. 

These are, in essence, the terms in which postsocial historians are re­
thinking the nature of subjects of conscious action or praxis-oriented his­
torical subjectivities. The essential aspect of this rethinking is that identity is 
no longer considered a property (natural or social) that language desig­
nates and transmits, but a property that is constituted within language it­
self. It could be said that, for postsocial history, the subject is no more than a 
discursive position. That does not mean, however, as I have already em­
phasized in relation to the concept of interest, that identities lack any so­
cial or real ground, that they are socially arbitrary, or that they are consti­
tuted independently from social conditions. If this were the case, it would 
only be a sort of linguistic functionalism or constructionism. Nor does this 
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mean, as it does for revisionism, that identities are ideological or political 
creations, since, as is evident, every identity is not only historically lo­
cated but socially anchored as well. And, of course, postsocial history 
does not involve giving up any notion of subject either. Instead, in Scott's 
words, postsocial history has succeeded in making subject an even more 
visible historical entity. [24] Actually, the only thing that postsocial 
history claims is that every identity has a discursive dimension implying 
thus that even though social referent constitutes the material base of 
identity, it plays no objective function in its constitution. As Scott argues 
elsewhere, treating the emergence of a new identity as a discursive event 
is not to introduce a new form of linguistic determinism, it is simply to 
reject a separation between "experience" and language, and to insist 
instead on the productive quality of discourse. [25] 

It goes without saying that the new concept of identity involves a new 
agenda for historical research, or, as Scott puts it, a real "change of ob­
ject."[26] If identities do not emerge through an act of consciousness, 
but thanks to an operation of meaningful construction, then to explain 
an identity requires more than bringing its referential link to light. From 
now on, it will also be necessary to clarifY what discursive conditions 
enabled a referent to become an identity referent and, in turn, caused 
other referents to be ignored or excluded. If one wishes, as Geoff Eley 
says, to answer the question of why or "on what bases, in different places 
and at different times, does identity's non-fixity become temporarily fixed 
in such a way as to enable individuals and groups to behave as a 
particular kind of agency, political or otherwise?" or if one wishes to 
explain "how do people become shaped into acting subjects, 
understanding themselves in particular ways?"[27] one will have to 
unravel the internal logic and the possibilities and contradictions of the 
underlying categorial grid in each case. What compels us, in turn, to also 
get a grip on the genealogy of the categorial grid itself, since this is 
where the origin of subjects is to be found in the end. 

This new agenda seems to guide Scott herself in her work on the history of 
French feminism. [28] What this work shows is that what one could call 
feminist subject (woman understood as a subject of rights) was born as a 
result of the appearance of a new discursive space, the modem-liberal. 
one. It was this that enabled women to think of their social, political, and 
legal position in terms of equality and difference, and thus to generate a 
new self-consciousness, with its respective practical logic. As Scott states, 
this new form of feminine identity has its origin in the interaction be­
tween what she calls republican discourse (made up by categories like 
equality, liberty, or natural rights) and the social situation of women. As 
Dena Goodman details, in this respect, "Olympe de Gougue's insistence 
that women had both the same political rights as men and special needs 
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which demanded protection" was a function "of the discursive parame­
ters established by the declaration [of the rights of man and citizen] and 
subsequent legislation."[29] To be exact, according to Scott, it was the 
appearance of the "universalist discourses, specifically the discourses of 
abstract individualism and of social duty and social rights" that 
enabled women "to conceive of themselves as political agents even as 
those same discourses denied women political agency" (15): the same 
discourse politically excludes women just as it constructs them as 
subjects, recognizing them as civil agents and, it is, thus, the mediation of 
such a discourse that engenders feminism (20). Thus, the new feminist 
identity did not emerge as a result of an act of consciousness of women's 
attributes or natural rights; it was, as Scott says, neither the effect of an act of 
recognition nor the final stage of "a story of cumulative progress toward 
an ever-elusive goal" (1). Rather, it was a consequence of a meaningful 
construction of the position of women carried out through a historically 
specific set of tenets and principles. It is the application of this that gives 
the fact of being a woman its new identity objectivity and, therefore, that 
reconstructs social and political relations between men and women and 
generates the new modality of conflict. From this standpoint, the feminist 
identity is no more than one of many possible articulations of the 
feminine identity, and not a sort of full or supreme achievement of 
such an identity. 

By articulating the feminist identity, the modem discourse also engen­
ders feminism as a resistance movement. As Scott argues, the feminist 
agency was constituted by that universalist discourse of individualism 
(with their theories of rights and citizenship) that evokes "sexual differ­
ence" to naturalize the exclusion of women. In consequence, feminist ac­
tion has to be understood "in terms of the discursive process the episte­
mologies, institutions and practices that produces political subjects, that 
makes agency (in this case, the agency of feminists) possible even when it 
is forbidden or denied" (16). Specifically, feminist agency that is, femi­
nist struggles and resistance is grounded in the "contradiction," brought 
about by the modem discourse, between the general declaration of rights 
and their legal and social implementation, which implies the political ex­
clusion of women.[30] It is such a discourse that sets up the patterns of 
subsequent conflict, as it provides feminism with its fundamental 
concepts, demands, expectations, aims, arguments, and, even, means of 
struggle. And, therefore, it is modem discourse that makes intelligible 
both the feminist practice and the conflict that it embodies. 

Likewise, the fact that feminist identity and the claims and practice of 
feminism are causally linked to the modem-liberal social imaginary and 
not to the social condition of women (that is, to the object and not to the 
referent), is what explains subsequent transformations as the discourse 
itself evolves throughout the nineteenth century. According to Scott, fern-
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inism and feminist struggles are related to the discursive arenas in which 
the very meanings of "women" and their rights were constructed (104). 
Therefore, feminists formulated their claims for rights in terms of very 
different epistemologies, and their arguments must be read that way 
and not as evidence of a transcendent or continuous woman's con­
sciousness or women's experience (13). Since this causal relationship be­
tween discursive framework and feminist program remains in force over 
time, the history of feminism can only be understood as "the articulation 
of a set of discursive sites." Specifically, the variations and changes over 
time in feminist thought can only be understood as a product of the 
transformations of the liberal-republican discourse itself.[31] And thus, 
for example, the revolutionary juncture of 1848 provided a different 
discursive context for feminism and feminist struggle. Given that, at this 
juncture, "the right to work and the right to vote were inextricably 
inter- twined" (57), feminism built new claims for women's citizenship 
out of the categories of this new discursive outlook, particularly the 
category of labor, which articulates productive work as a base for 
political rights. This induces the priority objective of the feminist struggle 
to become the recognition of feminine work as comparable to masculine 
work, because, as Jeanne Deroin reasons, women's duty to bear and raise 
their children is a productive work that qualifies them for the same 
rights as men (57-59). And the same relationship between feminism 
and discursive arena happens during the Third Republic, even though, in 
this case, it is the objectifying of politics as a sphere of representation of 
interests that converts political exclusion into the primordial base of 
feminist identity and action (99 and ff.). 

III 

The new concept of identity also underlies, to give another example, 
the new notion of class identity, which has been forged as a conse­
quence of the increasing causal uncoupling between class position and 
class consciousness. In this case too, what recent historical scholarship 
makes clear is that class identity and feelings are not subjective expres­
sions of social classes, nor, specifically, of the socioeconomic changes of 
the modern period (with the appearance of so-called class society). Of 
course, the existence of class divisions was an indispensable requisite 
for class identity to emerge, but it is a purely material requisite. How­
ever much people immersed in the modern discursive universe (in­
cluding social historians themselves) tend to conceive class conscious­
ness as a (more or less straight) natural effect of class, it did not emerge 
through an act of consciousness. Instead, class consciousness emerged 
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as a result of the meaningful apprehension of social location and rela­
tions by means of the categories of the objectivist variant of the modem 
social imaginary, specifically those of society and class. 

Class is a historically inert social datum or phenomenon until such time 
as it is articulated as an identity object. Therefore, as Scott points out, con­
cepts like class are required before individuals can identifY themselves as 
members of such a group and can act collectively as such.[32] As 
Patrick Joyce remarks, class cannot be referred to an external "social" 
referent as if this were its foundation, origin, or cause. Instead, given that 
society is not an objective structure, "the discourses and practices 
organized around conceptions of 'society' are no more than the means "by 
which different individuals, groups and institutions come to identifY and 
organize themselves. Amongst these groups are, of course, 'classes.'[33] 
This implies at least two things. First, class identity is a specifically 
modem historical phenomenon, since it can only exist and be 
operative as an effective means of social action in modem society (and 
that is why concepts like class identity or class struggle should not be 
transferred to other historical contexts.) Second, those cases in which class 
identity does not emerge, even though class divisions exist, should not be 
interpreted as an anomaly or a sign of false consciousness. It is simply a 
consequence of the fact that the discursive conditions are inappropriate 
for class to have become an identity object. In other words, in those cases 
individuals have articulated their social position by means of a distinct 
classificatory grid, one that is different from the modem objectivist one, 
and they thus possess aJ'IOtheridentity. 

Once this theoretical remaking of the concept of class identity has hap­
pened, the historiographical question at issue is no longer to elucidate 
through which mechanism (reflection or symbolic internalization) class 
becomes class consciousness, or to assess the degree of accomplishment of 
the latter. From now on, the historiographical question at issue is how 
class became an identity object, how "class became available as a basis for 
people's cognition and their action.''[34] To achieve this end requires 
recognition and elucidation of the categorial framework making possible 
this becoming, and reconstruction of its historical genealogy. As Joyce 
himself insightfully argues, if the concept of "society" is the ground upon 
which the figures of class have been placed, figures that in some readings of 
class have been not only social facts but collective actors on the historical 
stage, then "it is necessary to go back and look at the history of this ground 
ifthefigures that are its consequence are to be understood." [35] 

This is why the genealogy of the concept of class itself has become so 
central in historical analysis. It has proved to be a fundamental explana­
tory variable in the making of class as social object and subject. Such an 
explanatory purpose is just what drives Mary Poovey to undertake her 
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genealogical investigation on class, because she too believes the origin of 
class is to be found in the historical advent of a specific "classificatory 
thinking."[36] Poovey starts by taking a position in the debate about 
what the term class describes about whether it refers to an objective set 
of material conditions (or relations) that can be observed in every modem 
society, or to a mode of understanding or articulating one's place in a 
social hierarchy, which only became available in the nineteenth century 
(15). On this matter, she advocates setting aside the reflection model 
upon which the debate has been based in favor of a paradigm that 
emphasizes the historicity of the very terms in which the debate has 
been conducted. But Poovey also argues that the classificatory thinking 
that sets class as a way of arranging people long predates the appearance 
of so-called class society, the outcome of a conceptual shift whose origin 
only goes back to the mid-seventeenth century. This implies that we must 
move from questions about what "class" describes toward an 
investigation of the history of such a classificatory thinking and the 
assumptions frequently carried over in subsequent deployments of class 
analysis (15). In other words, and as Joyce argues, once class identity has 
stopped being an objective property, the very relevant question to be 
tackled and answered by historical scholarship is how a class 
classificatory thinking appeared and became available to people for 
classifying themselves as subjects and agents specifically, how the location 
in social hierarchy or production relations became relevant for people's 
identity. 

According to Poovey, the said classificatory thinking is an epistemology 
that was gradually consolidated in the seventeenth century and elabo­
rated during the course of the next two centuries alongside, and in a com­
plex relationship to, the development of the material conditions we gen­
erally associate with "class." It combined two modes of understanding 
the natural and social worlds. The first is a taxonomic mode that made 
sense of particulars of the world, grouping them into categories (or 
classes) according to a single feature or group of features. The second is a 
conceptualization of "value" in terms of features that can be quantified. 
When these two modes of understanding were brought together under 
the particular conditions of seventeenth-century England, they provided 
the terms for some of the characteristic concepts of modem Western soci­
eties, including the crucial notion that quantity is more important than 
quality and some activities are more productive (hence more valuable and 
significant) than others (16). Thus, the new classificatory thinking emerged 
as a consequence of replacing previous qualitative classificatory criteria by 
other quantitative ones. Specifically, it emerged as an alternative to the par­
adigm by which social divisions were most frequently conceptualized in 
this period, a paradigm that emphasized religious and political affiliations. 
From the mid-seventeenth century, in the wake of the radical challenge to 
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monarchical sovereignty that had just occurred, some theorists began to 
invoke the language of scientific rationality and to represent social groups 
by criteria deemed "rational." That is, criteria that could be quantified in 
specific contrast to other descriptions that emphasized features considered 
"irrational." As Poovey notes, the rise of class and that of instrumental ra­
tionality are closely connected (18). It was this change in the prevailing 
classificatory thinking that allowed class as a form of identity to emerge 
and become operative as a character of social relations and conflicts. 

One of the consequences following the adoption of the new rational­
ized system of representation (emphasizing the quantifiability and com­
modification of men and objects) was the transformation of men into in­
stances of what Adam Smith will call homo economicus (29-30), that is, into 
rational economic agents. Thus, the new set of classificatory terms gave 
rise to new subject positions. One of these will be class, understood as an 
aggregate of individuals defined by both its opposition to an individual­
ized disinterestedness and by the quantifiable abstraction "labor" and its 
relative share of the national wealth (that eventually achieves a con­
sciousness of itself as a social group) (45). This is the classificatory logic 
that, through authors like Smith or Ricardo, reached Marx and allowed 
him to formulate his concept of class. One grounded on the assumption 
that the economic group whose waged and divided labor makes it an ag­
gregate is more than a collection of individual men and just might become 
conscious of its disadvantages and work together for revolutionary 
change (48). 

Thus, in carrying out such a theoretical remaking, postsocial history has 
substantially redefined the terms of the debate on classes and class strug­
gle. If class identity is not a representation of social class, but instead a 
meaningful construction of this, then we must modifY the standard terms 
of the discussion. To start with, the discussion no longer revolves around 
the question of the degree of relative autonomy of consciousness (as this 
would imply maintaining the assumption of the existence of an objective 
class). Nor does it revolve around the more general question of whether 
or not class determines individuals' identity and meaningful practice, 
since the answer is affirmative and negative at the same time. I say this 
because the decay of social history has led some historians to simply deny, 
in general, class detennination and to conclude, in consequence, that class 
identity, when it has existed, has been a purely ideological and political 
construct. Many of them have even redirected discussion and inquiry to­
ward the question of the empirical existence of social classes themselves. 
These historians, however, are simply carrying out an idealist inversion of 
objectivism while maintaining the basic terms of the debate and they, 
thus, remain entrapped in the same aporias. Postsocial history, on the con­
trary, tackles the crisis of the objectivist notion of class in a different way. 
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To maintain, as postsocial history does, that class is not an objective entity 
(but only a real one) by no means implies that it has never determined the 
identity and actions of its members. In those situations, characteristic of 
the modem period, in which class has been objectified as such, it has in­
deed determined them. And therefore, to understand and explain relevant 
historical processes of modem society like, for example, the socialist labor 
movement, it is indispensable to bear class in mind. It is not a question of 
accepting or rejecting class as a historical factor, but of rethinking, in the 
sense outlined above, both its nature and the nature of its link with indi­
viduals' consciousness and actions (including the consequent time and 
space restraint of its historical prevalence). In other words, it is a question 
of distinguishing between class as a social phenomenon and class as a so­
cial object. 

These are the terms in which the history of labor movement has been 
rethought over the last few years. As I have already pointed out, recent his­
torical research is showing that this form of identity and social practice is not 
an effect of the rise of capitalism or of the living and working conditions or 
economic location of workers. Working class identity and practice is rather 
an effect of the meaning these circumstances take on when they are appre­
hended through categories like labor, property, exploitation, society, class, or 
proletariat, or when they are associated with expectations of sociopolitical 
change through a category like rational emancipation-revolution. As 
Geoff Eley argues, it is increasingly difficult to maintain that the mak­
ing of the working class is the logical unfolding of an economic process 
and its necessary effect at the levels of social organization, conscious­
ness, and culture. And not only because the working class is heteroge­
neous and segmented along lines of race, gender, religion, or ethnicity, 
as new cultural historians have emphasized, but because working class 
politics (the rise of labor movements and socialist parties) is not the 
causal expression of an economically located class interest or a social 
structural position. On the contrary, class as a collective subject, that is, 
the insistence that class was the organizing reality of the emerging cap­
italist societies and of the growth of specific practices and organizations 
(like trade unions and socialist parties), was constituted as such in the 
discursive sphere, in the sense that "class emerged as a set of discursive 
claims about the social world seeking to reorder that world in terms of 
itself." And that is why, as has been stressed, "the history of a class is 
inseparable from the history of the category."[37] In the case of the 
radical labor movements, categories like natural rights or citizenship 
made it possible for people to become a collective subject, at the same 
time as they constructed democracy as a specific form of power, that is, 
people as the category "in whose name society and public should speak 
and be organized."[38] 
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A rethinking of this tenor is, in my opinion, what has triggered and un­
derlies, for instance, historical researches like those of William H. Sewell 
and Zachary Lockman on the origins of the French and Egyptian labor 
movements, respectively. Sewell's work[39] basically shows that the 
new working class identity, appearing in France in the 1830s, was not the 
outcome of socioeconomic changes, the proletarianization of artisans, the 
appearance of factory workers, or the intensification of workplace 
conflicts, but was, instead, the result of working class intellectuals and 
organizations articulating social and political circumstances through the 
categories and tenets of the liberal discourse inherited from the French 
Revolution and reinstitutionalized by the July Revolution. Workers 
reconstructed their collective identity and created a new sense of 
belonging by becoming involved in the new discursive environment and 
applying such categories and tenets. At the same time, they also 
brought into existence a community of interests that went beyond both 
trade and the old corporate discursive pattern that had, until then, 
governed relations among workers and between workers and 
employers and the state. 
After the Revolution of 1830, corporate language continued to be useful 

for internal affairs and retained its efficacy within trades. But it proved 
inadequate and powerless in the public or political sphere, denying work­
ers all access to this and preventing them from communicating with the 
state and persuading it to accept their claims and tum them into legal reg­
ulations (Work, 194-95). As Sewell puts forward, in the weeks after the 
Revolution, the workers became clearly aware of the limitations of their 
idiom. The government rejected their demands (to outlaw machines, to 
raise wages, to establish uniform tariffs, to regulate trades, or to shorten 
the workday) with a mixture of shock, stupefaction, incomprehension, 
and stern parental reproaches, considering such demands not only unac­
ceptable but also inconsistent, senseless, and utterly irrational. The reason 
for this attitude is the blatant contradiction between the corporate con­
ception of social and labor relations, including the demands arising from 
them, and the liberal principles on which the new political and legal 
regime was based and for which the labor organizations themselves had 
fought. First of all, demands based on the corporate conception of social 
and labor relations come into conflict with the liberty of industry, labor, 
and contracting, that is, with the principle that relations between workers 
and employers are relations between free individuals or citizens. In con­
sequence, any trade regulation supposed a violation of the liberty of in­
dustry and any collective organization of workers spelled illegal coalition, 
in the eyes of the state. Secondly, any demand addressed to the state had 
to be made individually, since the state recognized only individual citi­
zens as subjects and interlocutors, not collective organizations, identified 
with the intermediate institutions of the Old Regime (Work, 195-96, and 
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"La confraternite," 651-54). Workers thus discovered that their idiom 
lacked moral or even cognitive force in the public sphere and that if they 
were to recover the efficacy lost and reestablish channels of communica­
tion with the state, they had to endow their demands and their identity 
with a new conceptual support. They had to re-articulate them through the 
social, political, moral, and theoretical categories of the liberal discourse 
that they themselves had helped to institutionalize. As Sewell reports, the 
liberal institutionalization of the right to property and the liberty of indus­
try only allowed relations between individual citizens and prevented any 
association of workers with the consequent incomprehension and re­
pression of the state and initially provoked a retreat of the labor move­
ment after the Revolution. But, at the same time, that liberal incommensu­
rability had another fundamental and unforeseen effect: it stimulated 
some militant workers to reformulate it from the workers' point of view 
(Work; 280 and 197, and "Artisans," 60). A new workers' identity would be 
born from, precisely, this process of discursive rearticulation. 

In the new circumstances, the basic question facing workers' organiza­
tions was how to reestablish workers as legitimate actors and speakers in 
the public arena, that is, as political subjects (Work; 198). The answer, ac­
cording to Sewell, was to be found in the creative adaptation of the liberal 
discourse and the rhetoric of the French Revolution (Work; 199, and "La 
confraternite," 656), in a rapid appropriation of the revolutionary lan­
guage with the purpose of highlighting the moral and political standing 
of workers ("Artisans," 60). Specifically, the workers adopted the dis­
course of individual rights and democratic participation, terms in which 
the recent Revolution had been carried out ("How," 70), leading cate­
gories like labor and liberty to become cornerstones of the labor program. 
By resting, for example, on the arguments of authors like Sieyes (who ex­
cludes the nobility from the nation because it does no work useful to so­
ciety), the workers went one step further and "declared that manual labor 
alone supported all of society," that the workers were "the most useful 
class of society," the producers of all wealth, and that, therefore, such gave 
them the condition of sovereign people, with the concomitant right to act on 
the public stage. And, in sharp contrast, the bourgeoisie was depicted as a 
new aristocracy separated from the nation by its privileges. That is, work­
ing-class authors applied the old concepts of aristocracy, privilege, servi­
tude, or emancipation to the relations between the bourgeoisie and the 
workers, which meant "the bourgeois were dubbed 'new aristocrats,' who 
used their 'privilege' of property ownership to keep workers in 'servi­
tude' as industrial 'serfs' or 'slaves." All of which turned the bourgeois 
constitutional government based on property franchise one that ex­
cluded the workers from the political system and broke the alliance that 
had lead to the triumph of the Revolution into an oppressive "feudal" 
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tyranny and justified the workers' efforts to gain their "emancipation" 
(Work; 199, and "Artisans," 60-61). Just as the Third Estate had to wrest its 
rights from the privileged orders, the workers would have to take them, 
by revolution if necessary, from the bourgeoisie. At the same time, the 
Lockean theory of property was reinterpreted so as to invest political 
rights not in property, which this tradition regarded as a product of labor, 
but directly in labor itself. This converted property into an abusive privi­
lege, one that exempted its idle owners from labor and, given the existing 
suffrage laws, gave them a monopoly of political power as well ("How," 
71). As Sewell concludes, "revolutionary language and rhetoric not only 
endowed workers with the power of public speech," but "it also provided 
the power to re-define the moral and social world" (Work, 201). 

However, even though the liberal discourse validated the workers as a 
sovereign people, as legitimate actors on the public stage, and endowed 
them with the power of comprehensible speech, the individualism 
grounding this discourse prevented them, at the same time, from formu­
lating their collective demands ("La confraternite," 658). This difficulty 
would be solved by rearticulating these demands through the notion of 
"association," which became the key slogan of the workers' movement in 
the following years. According to liberal discourse, society is made up of 
free individuals and any attempt at collective regulation is considered an 
infringement on the liberty of those individuals. But, at the same time, 
every citizen has the right to associate freely with others, a right that is 
"an inseparable part of the 'libert ' proclaimed in 1789 and revived con­
spicuously in 1830." From this point of view, as Sewell explains, the reg­
ulations that workers' organizations proposed became not an assault on 
the liberty of industry, but an expression of the associated free wills of the 
producers, much as laws of a nation were an expression of the general 
will. In this way, their claims for collective regulation were made compat­
ible with revolutionary discourse and with the principle of liberty ("Arti­
sans," 61, and "La confraternite," 658-59). This way, in opposition to the 
corporation, which is organized around belonging to a trade, the associa­
tion appears, which is based on the concept of individual or citizen. 

As far as the issue of identity is concerned, the fundamental point is 
that from 1833, urban workers started to view their place in society in a 
different way. As a result, they could think and talk of an "association" 
that would encompass the societies of all trades and would fight for the 
rights of all workers in the face of the property-owning bourgeoisie.[40] 
It was in this form, association of workers of different trades, that 
French workers first conceived themselves as a united class, thus leading 
to the birth of "class consciousness," that is, the consideration that all 
workers form part of a group with common interests, over and above 
their trade (Work; 211, and "La confraternite," 660 and 664). This new and 
powerful 
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sense of common identity among artisans working in different trades and 
the universalization of trade solidarity to encompass all workers is a 
novel phenomenon. It entails a sharp break or discontinuity with the pre­
vious situation, dominated by acute differences, generally accompanied 
by rivahy and hostility, between trades and in which solidarity was only 
conceivable within each trade.[41] 

The emergence of this class consciousness coincided with a wave of 
strikes that occurred in 1833 and in the course of which practical collabo­
ration between different trades intensified. According to Sewell, however, 
this wave of strikes and the practical experience of collaboration prove in­
sufficient or fall short when one tries to explain the appearance of such 
class consciousness. These facts undoubtedly constitute an important 
"base" and a "favorable" factor, but they are not in themselves "a suffi­
cient condition" ("La confraternite," 668 and 665, and Work, 213). For this 
break to occur and for class identity to replace trade identity, the workers 
had to begin to make sense of their situation, to define their program, and 
to implement their practice through the liberal discourse, specifically 
through the category of citizenship. As Sewell says, it was not until work­
ers' corporations were themselves seen as free associations of productive 
laboring citizens, rather than as distinct corps devoted to the perfection of a 
particular art, that the wider fraternity of all workers became thinkable. In 
other words, class consciousness was born out of developments in the 
revolutionary language and rhetoric, the reformulation of corporate no­
tions of belonging into a new idiom of association. Once this had oc­
curred, the wave of strikes in 1833 could lead not only to practical coop­
eration between workers in different trades, but to a profound sense of 
moral fraternity and common identity on the part of "the confraternity of 
proletarians" (Work, 213, and "La confraternitY," 665-66). Once the dis­
cursive conditions have led them to stop seeing themselves as members 
of a trade (and acting as such) and to begin seeing themselves as free pro­
ductive citizens, workers can then think of themselves and arrange their 
practice in terms of a social group with common interests. This is how the 
"labor movement" was born.[42] 

The main conclusion that Sewell's accounts yield is the following: class 
identity was not born as a representation or reflection of socioeconomic 
conditions that had hardly varied but it was born from the discursive re­
articulation of these conditions through the categories of the modem-liberal 
discourse inherited from the French Revolution. [43] As Sewell 
emphasizes, the working class identity like socialism in the 1840s is the 
consequence of an appropriation, rather than an abandonment, of the 
revolutionary discourse. In fact, the workers who previously identified 
themselves as members of a trade are the same as those who, by endowing 
their situation with sense through the new categories, go on to conceive 
themselves as a class 
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or unitary group. To understand and explain the emergence of the class 
identity and the labor movement (both in France and in England), as 
Sewell's work instructs, we have to focus our attention on the "conceptual 
transformation" of the liberal discourse from which they rise. To search 
for the origin of national differences would also require focus not on the 
heterogeneity of social conditions or capitalist accumulation so much as 
on the diversity of discursive traditions ("How," 72 and 70). 

In Zachary Lockman's work,[44] although impregnated with many of 
the theoretical assumptions of new cultural history, the concept of class 
identity undoubtedly goes beyond the limits of the objectivist paradigm. 
The starting point of Lockman's argument is a criticism of the assumption 
that class is an entity that exists "out there" in the "real world," prior to 
meaning and independent of the ways in which it can be thought of and 
talked about in language, and that class identity is the outcome of 
structural economic change ("Imagining," 158). The fallacy in this 
assumption, argues Lockman, comes from the fact that it is grounded 
on a theory of knowledge that makes a dichotomy between what 
actually exists in the real world (in this case, a social class) and its 
(admittedly sometimes distorted or refracted) reflection in consciousness. 
Class then, defined in terms of relationship to the means of production, 
income level, or any other criterion, is pregiven in external reality and a 
certain class location implies a specific form of consciousness 
("'Worker,"' 74, emphasis in original). In this scheme, moreover, the 
failure of workers to grasp the meaning of their objective structural 
location and their class interest and the absence of struggle to overthrow 
capitalism and replace it with a system that objectively fits their needs, 
is explained by false consciousness ("Worker,"' 74-75). However, objects 
Lockman, in most cases workers' conduct differs from what is prescribed 
by this theoretical model. Furthermore, historical research shows that a 
certain consciousness or propensity to act collectively in a particular way 
does not derive from a determinate social situation (for example, 
concentration in large factories) ("Worker,"' 75). Such is an anomaly that 
the concept of experience (often taken as an alternative to crude economic 
determinism) cannot overcome, since this continues to imply the existence 
of an objective social reality, supposing certain social circumstances 
produce in the consciousness of those on whom they impinge particular 
experiences, which are then handled or processed culturally to produce 
certain meanings ("Worker,"' 75-76). Lockman upholds that although 
"worker" and "working class" are certainly identities profoundly shaped 
by material practices (i.e., capitalist production relations of a certain 
kind and scale), their coherence and social effectivity nonetheless cannot 
be derived either from workers' structural position or from their 
experience. According to him, within a specific socioeconomic matrix, 
identities are produced "in and through discourse," that is, 
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"through systems of meaning expressed in language and other signifying 
practices, material and otherwise" ("'Worker," 72). Which implies like­
wise that neither the working class as a social actor nor workers' subjec­
tivity the ways in which they feel, think, and make sense of themselves 
and their relation to the world can be assumed to be singular or unified 
or fixed in meaning, especially one derived from the Western European 
experience ("'Worker,"' 72). 

In the particular case of Egypt, the application of the objectivist para­
digm interprets working-class formation as the product of capitalist de­
velopment and the exploitation to which it subjected workers. In this in­
terpretation, development between 1882 and 1914, the fruit of foreign 
investment and of modem large-scale enterprises employing a growing 
number of wage workers, created an Egyptian working class. Later, this 
new class gradually acquired consciousness of itself through its experi­
ence of and resistance to exploitation, oppression, and abuse in the work­
place, and responded with collective action (strikes, trade unions, politi­
cal activism, etc.), thereby manifesting that they were beginning to think 
and act in "class" ways ("Imagining," 158, and "'Worker, 73). Finally, 
that resistance impressed on the rest of Egyptian society the existence of 
the working class as a social reality and a significant economic and polit­
ical actor ("Imagining," 158). 

However, argues Lockman, even though capitalist development did 
generate a category of people employed in large-scale industry, workers 
resisted to what they perceived as unjust or arbitrary domination, oppres­
sion, and exploitation, and their forms of struggle are similar to the Euro­
pean ones, one cannot establish a separation as such between experience 
and representation, since any experience is already representation 
( Worker, 76). Although "the rhetoric of class appeals to the objective 
'experience' of workers, in fact such experience only exists through its con­
ceptual organization" ("'Worker,"' 77). And consequently, the explanation 
of the way in which the new representation of Egyptian society emerged 
requires an approach very different from that which informs the standard 
narratives of Egyptian labor history ("Imagining, 158). Instead of starting 
from the premise that class ''prodtces" class consciousness, we ought to 
challenge that dichotomy by taking very seriously the argument that both. 
class consciousness and class are born from a certain articulation, through 
a coherent conceptual pattern, of the events and activities of daily life 
("'Worker," 77, emphasis in original). What this, in tum, implies is that the 
resistance of workers does not result simply from their experience of dom­
ination and exploitation, nor is it always informed by some abstract, "ra­
tional" (in the capitalist-economistic sense of that term) classical "proletar­
ian" form of subjectivity, as much of the literature seems to maintain. 
Instead, resistance is also a consequence of the process of articulation itself 
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("'Worker," 76). This does not mean, remarks Lockman, that the social 
conditions of language's existence are arbitrary or that there is no link be­
tween social being and social consciousness. What it means is that the 
class consciousness that emerged among workers can be understood not 
so much as either reflective of class position or the product of experience, 
but as constructed in and through discursive struggles about meaning. [45] 
In Egypt, as elsewhere, "workers" and "working class" "as forms of 
identity, perceived social categories or forms of subjectivity and historical 
actors," can be seen as products or "iffocts" not only of certain material 
practices (for example, wage employment in large enterprises). They are 
also products "of a particular discourse that, by providing categories of 
worker and class identity, gives people a language with which to 
make sense (or rather, to make one of several possible kinds of sense) of 
their experience and to interpret the world and their own place and 
possibilities within it" ("Worker," 77, and "Imagining," 158-59, 
emphasis in original). 

Before the arrival of class language in Egypt, the social referent of iden­
tity and action and the criterion of social classification was the trade, not 
position in the relations of production. The Arabic-speaking urban male 
population was classified in terms of affiliation to a specific craft or trade, 
rather than as members of a class that incorporated all wage workers 
across occupational lines (so that both masters, owners of the means of 
production, and journeymen belonged to the same category) ("Worker," 
78). In the representation of society, there was no notion of working class 
and the dominant discourse conceptualized most (if not quite all) indi­
viduals as part of some occupational group ("Imagining," 157-58). Thus, 
during the entire nineteenth century, craftsmen, even when employed for a 
wage, are not conceived of as "workers" by virtue of their structural po­
sition, nor is there any hint that "working class" is as yet a socially mean­
ingful category ("Worker," 81). Even at the beginning of the twentieth 
century, when many Egyptians were already employed in large industrial 
or transport enterprises and staged conflicts with their employers, they 
do not seem to have perceived themselves, or to have been perceived by 
other Egyptians, as belonging to or constituting a "working class," that is, 
as possessing a collective social identity and agency. In fact, despite the 
social, economic, and political changes that the Egyptian society experi­
enced, this "occupational identity" still remained powerful until well into 
the twentieth century ("Worker," 80). 

However, at the end of the first decade of that century and, of course, 
around the time of World War I, some (though by no means all) Egyptians 
had come to regard workers as a distinct social category, to perceive the 
working class as a component of Egyptian society, and to see class conflict 
as an indigenous movement ("Imagining," 158). What was this change 
due to? And why did the new form of identity emerge? If socioeconomic 
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transformations were not the cause, what was? ("Imagining," 177). Ac­
cording to Lockman, the new form of identity emerged as a result of ar­
ticulating socioeconomic conditions through a category namely, class 
that is of an external origin (created in nineteenth -century Europe, spreading 
subsequently around the world, and reaching Egypt in the early twenti­
eth century). Such a category did not spring from the social practice or ex­
perience of the Egyptian workers, but is external and prior to these and, 
therefore, it was this category that endowed social reality with its mean­
ing and constructed experience and practice themselves. Thus, while so­
cioeconomic changes and the appearance of a working class were a nec­
essary material condition, they were not a sufficient one, because without 
interaction between Egyptian social conditions and the class discourse of 
European origin, class identity would not have emerged. It was just as 
craft workers, self-employed artisans, and small masters, as well as work­
ers employed in large modem enterprises, began to gain access to the Eu­
ropean model of working-class identity and agency, that they posited 
class as a (or even the) central feature of the social order and "workemess" 
as a means of organizing individual experience ("Imagining," 186, em­
phasis in original). 

As Lockman explains, the introduction of the class discourse into Egypt 
took place through two channels, at a time when various political forces 
tried to organize groups of people around some pole of identity ill order 
to realize a particular sociopolitical project, by promoting certain repre­
sentations of self, society, and the world ("Imagining," 159). The first 
channel to introduce European categories was the Egyptian "Westernized 
intellectual elite" (the if.fendiyya) and, in particular, the nationalists. The 
shift took place when some segments of the effindiyya, especially the na­
tionalist intelligentsia, adopted a new way of "imagining" the lower 
classes, with the consequent redefinition of Egyptian peasants and work­
ers as distinct components of the nation ("Imagining," 178). Thus the na­
tionalists, by adopting, adapting, and deploying the new "model" or dis­
course, posited class as a significant feature of the social order, defined 
"workemess" as a specific form of subjectivity, and incorporated them 
into a representation of their society which had hitherto been largely in­
nocent of class ("Imagining," 161). Specifically, one path along which this 
model may have reached Egyptian workers was through the efforts of 
Nationalist Party activists to organize, from the second half of the first 
decade of the century onward, certain groups of Egyptian workers, creat­
ing institutions and introducing practices in which a certain conception of 
working class identity inhered ("Imagining," 179). For this reason, from at 
least 1906 onward, we can observe the lower classes in Egypt being imag­
ined by segments of the effendiyya in this new way, and it was in part 
through this process that a working class was discursively constructed 
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("Imagining," 179). Through this process, says Lockman, some Egyptians 
came to "see" their society as composed of classes and to denote others or 
themselves as a kind of person called a "worker," who, along with others 
of "his kind," collectively constituted a "working class" possessing cer­
tain distinctive attributes ("Imagining," 177). As a consequence, political 
struggle came to be inscribed into different discursive parameters, and the 
workers' conflicts, although they had existed for a long time, began to ac­
quire new social meanings, to be constructed as distinct objects within a 
new conception of Egyptian society, and to be articulated within a narra­
tive of labor activism modeled on that of Western Europe. The second 
channel for the introduction of the class discourse refers to Greek and 
Italian workers who migrated to Egypt. Foreign workers who had been 
involved in trade unionism, had participated in strikes, and had even 
been members of socialist, anarchist, and anarcho-syndicalist 
movements or groups in their countries of origin, and who brought 
these ideas and experiences with them to Egypt ("Imagining," 186). 

The essential conclusion that can be drawn from Lockman's account is 
that working class identity did not emerge as a consequence of capitalist 
development in Egypt. It emerged because the class discourse, on reach­
ing Egypt, triggered a real reconceptualization of Egyptian society and of 
workers' identity, endowing their experience and practices (i.e., the or­
ganization of labor, space, and time in the workplace, exploitation, and 
oppression, modes of living, working, thinking, and resisting) with 
"working class" meaning ("Imagining," 186-87). This is not to say, Lock­
man insists, that the structural, economic, and political factors 
were irrelevant, that class identity was merely an imposition of the 
intelligentsia, or that Egyptian workers passively adopted a fixed model 
and came to perceive self and society in the same way as a contemporary 
English, Italian, or German worker did. On the contrary, this was a 
creative process, in which the workers themselves played a key role and 
in which Egyptians not only assimilated a certain set of practices; 
they also combined it with elements drawn from other systems of 
meaning ("Imagining," 187). But, the fact that the workers played an 
active role in crafting their own identity and making sense of their own 
world does not mean that we can explain the adoption of working class 
identity as simply the product of a certain "experience" of exploitation 
and oppression in the workplace. Instead, as suggested earlier, one must 
examine the discursive field that provided the workers with the ways of 
comprehending (or, to be more precise, structuring) their 
circumstances, their experiences, and themselves, including those 
ways that posited class (in whatever particular sense) as a meaningful 
category ("Imagining," 185-86). As it was within and through this 
discursive field that "workerness" came to be a subject position for 
certain people and that working conditions (low wages, miserable 
work-
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ing conditions, abusive foremen, etc.) were constructed not only as op­
pressive and exploitative in a specifically structured way, but also as 
potentially "resistible," even changeable, by means of certain kinds of 
activities (strikes, trade unions, etc.). Because, as Lockman stresses, it 
was not "resistance" itself that was learned in the process Egyptians 
have always found ways to resist or evade oppressive authority __ but 
rather certain forms of resistance specific to the new discursive field 
("Imagining," 186). 





5 

A New Concept 
of Social Action 

I 

Denaturalization of the concept of society as objective structure and 
ensuing theoretical rethinking of the notions of experience, interest, 
and identity have sunk the concept of social causality into a deep crisis. As I 
have repeated, the main theoretical driving force behind recent devel­
opments in historical studies has been the growing critical doubt cast on 
the assumption that the consciousness of individuals is a reflection or rep­
resentation of their social conditions of existence and that, therefore, the 
explanation of their actions is to be found in such conditions. As Geoff 
Eley states, once the commitment to grasping society as a unitary, under­
lying whole has passed into crisis, the concepts of society and social 
causality can no longer be maintained as there is no structural coherence 
deriving from the economy, from a social system, or from some other 
overarching principle of order. This crisis spells the following: even 
though particular phenomena (an event, a policy, an institution, an ideol­
ogy, a text) have particular social contexts, in the sense of conditions, prac­
tices, sites that conjoin in producing an essential part of their meaning, 
there is no underlying structure of which such phenomena can be expres­
sion or effect. [ 1] 

Upon observing what seems an obvious relation between a certain so­
cial situation and a particular form of behavior, one tends to regard the 
latter as a causal effect of the former. However, argues postsocial history, 
this is due more to the prevalence of certain theoretical assumptions or 
habits of thinking than to the actual existence of a causal connection. In­
deed, less indulgent and external scrutiny of the explanatory scheme of 
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social history has exposed theoretical naivet and shattered the seemingly 
commonsensical character of social causality, making clear the failure of 
social history to fully explain through which specific mechanism social 
context translates into conscious action. Paraphrasing Stuart Hall, social 
history does not contain any developed account of the actual mechanisms 
through which material factors reproduce their knowledge (or of the 
mechanisms under which the transparency of the social could be ob­
scured by false consciousness).[2] In short, it is now crystal clear that 
social history never elaborated or made explicit the micro-fundamentals 
of its social theory. Basing their work on the concept of reflection, social 
historians took the existence of a mechanism of causal connection for 
granted and converted mere assumption into unquestionable premise. 
Or, to be more exact, social history assumed that since there is a material 
link between the two spheres, the relationship between them must be a 
causal one. However, once one reaches a postsocial theoretical horizon, 
what had hitherto been indubitable premises became questions that 
obliged clarification. For, what is it exactly to reflect the social or to act as 
social context detennines? In what sense and on what basis can it be 
claimed that a form of consciousness or behavior is caused by, or inherent 
in, a certain social position? The existence of a material and empirically 
verifiable link or of an evident spatial and time correlation between a 
social situation and a certain course of action falls far too short to justify 
inferring a causal relationship between the two, in the sense that the social 
presupposes, if only potentially, action. There is not even enough to 
sustain the inference in those cases, carefully discussed already, wherein 
agents claim or believe they are acting in accordance with their social 
position. Therefore, although a link or correlation may cla.rifY purely 
material practices, neither can explain meaningful ones. 

The first symptom of theoretical weakening of the social causality par­
adigm in historical studies was the emergence of new cultural history. As 
we have seen, in an effort to mitigate the increasing difficulty encountered 
when trying to account for meaningful practices with social location and 
attributes of subjects exclusively, new cultural historians introduced the 
notion of symbolic mediation, making action, thus, an effect of the cul­
tural internalization of social conditions. However, as the concept of re­
flection gradually lost explanatory authority, was emptied of content, ef­
forts to enlarge the territory of subjective creativity and individual 
autonomy were no longer considered sufficient. Instead, to wholly re­
think and redefine the very nature of social practice became, for many, 
sine qua non. Theoretical diminishment of the objectivist framework (to­
gether with simultaneous resistance to any recourse to the idealist model) 
facilitated the possibility of formulating alternative explanation. From 
this propitious atmosphere, a new conception of social action took shape 
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and gave rise to an image of society governed by a causal logic different 
from any previously assumed in historical scholarship. Succinctly put, the 
decay of objectivism has led postsocial historians to offer a new answer to 
the basic question of why people act as they do. Obviously, any answer 
offered by postsocial history lies outside the parameters of traditional his­
tory people freely and rationally decide and of social history social 
circumstances compel them and, specifically, postsocial history formu­
lates the premise that meaningful actions are neither acts of rational 
choice nor effects, be they immediate or symbolic, of the social context. On 
the contrary, meaningful actions are the outcome of the specific articula­
tion that individuals make of this context and of their place in it. The re­
lations of cause and effect between social context and action are not in­
scribed in, or fixed by, the former, but are constituted as such in the sphere 
of discursive mediation. And, therefore, if people act as they do, it is not 
because they occupy a certain social position, but, at the most, because 
that position has been endowed with a certain meaning within a given so­
cial imaginary. 

Thus, as far as the concept of social action is concerned, what postsocial 
history claims is that if individuals are not preconstituted rational subjects 
and society is not an objective structure and if, in consequence, neither 
of the two can be the source of subjectivity then it is obvious that neither 
of them has the power to causally determine the meaningful actions of 
historical actors. Specifically, if objectivity is not an attribute that reality 
bears, but one that it acquires when articulated, and if, in consequence, 
the meanings and standards of rationality are not cultural or ideological 
representations of such a reality, then the actions that individuals under­
take based on, or guided by, them should not be taken as effects of social 
determination. On the contrary, if these meanings and patterns of ration­
ality are forged by an operation of discursive mediation, then not only 
context does not start to determine actions until it has been objectified, but 
also the nature of its determination (as well as its results) depends on the 
specific way in which context itself has been objectified. Thus, actions do 
not have their causal origin in social context, but in the discursive media­
tion itself and, therefore, their explanation must be sought, in the last 
analysis, in the body of categories through which individuals have en­
dowed their social environment with meaning and entered into meaning­
ful interaction with it as well as through which they have shaped them­
selves as subjects. It is in bringing into play such a categorial body that a 
certain regime if practical rationality is established, thus defining which be­
haviors are logical or natural and what course or program of action is the 
suitable one in each case. If discursive patterns underlie the conscious 
perceptions that individuals have of their environment, as well as of 
themselves and their existence, then individuals as agents always behave 



98 Chapter 5 

in accordance with the terms of such discursive patterns. To be more pre­
cise, if people construct their own experience, interests, and identity by lo­
cating themselves within a social imaginary, then the latter necessarily en­
abies their actions and guides their conduct. This imaginary allows agents 
to make a diagnosis of their place in the world and thus to acquire the set 
of beliefs, intentions, feelings, passions, aspirations, hopes, frustrations, 
or expectations that motivate, underlie, accompany, justify, or confer 
sense on their actions, be these the most daily and ordinary actions or the 
most complex and intellectually elaborated ones. 

Thus, postsocial history starts from the assumption of social history 
that individuals are not natural entities, but subjects are historical con­
structions, and that the latter, and not the former, are the only ones that 
undertake meaningful actions. It also assumes that the standards of ra­
tionality that underlie practice are historical products and that the histor­
ical process that converts individuals into subjects is what also shapes and 
empowers them as agents or subjects of action. From this point of view, 
agency is not a capacity that individuals possess immanently, but a ca­
pacity they acquire when they are constituted as subjects. As I have em­
phasized, subjects cannot be free agents who make rational choices be­
cause the subjectivity that guides their behavior is a derived entity. 
Indeed, the very notion of rational subject or self (as well as the notion of 
human agency, inherent to it) is no more than a historically specific (mod­
em) form of identity. This certainly invalidates both notions as founda­
tions for a theory of action. But, postsocial history does not limit itself to 
questioning the structural character of social reality and the notion of nat­
ural subjectivity. It also turns sharply from the social history horizon and 
places human action within a new causal and intelligibility framework. If, 
as I have just said, subjectivity is a meaningful construction, then actions 
only become intelligible and can be explained if one takes into account 
and unravels their discursive matrix. Thus, postsocial history continues to 
take it for granted that actions are a response to the pressure of social con­
text, but they are discursively mediated responses, in the sense that actions 
are causally linked to the operation of discursive mediation that underlies 
them, and not to their social contexts of reference. From which it follows 
not only that discursivity is an ontological condition of human action and 
social life, but that, in consequence, historical scholarship must adopt a 
new agenda. As I have already noted and highlight later, in any effort to 
explain the practice of historical actors, reenacting their reasons or un­
covering their social conditions no longer suffice, but careful considera­
tion of the context of meanings in which such a practice is rooted is also 
required. 

For postsocial history, it is not only that social practice is always in­
scribed in a particular discursive regime, but that the latter also operates 
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as a real causal foundation. As Joan W. Scott states, social practice is "a 
discursive effect."[3] Individuals assess and reproduce their living 
conditions or draw up their projects for the future always within a 
world which includes themselves that has been meaningfully 
constructed. What social practice does is to deploy, mobilize, and 
actualize the meanings and the regime of practical rationality of a certain 
discourse. Agents are constantly working in a universe of signification 
and deploying its content, possibilities, and conditions in a practical 
fashion, embodying it in beliefs, relations, institutions, social norms, or 
value systems. As Keith Baker writes, agents are constantly "playing at its 
[language] margins, exploiting its possibilities and extending the play of 
its potential meanings, as they pursue their purposes and projects." 
Moreover, continues Baker, although this play of discursive possibility 
may not be infinite, it is always open to individual and collective actors. 
However, as he qualifies further, by the same token "it is not necessarily 
controllable by such actors."[4] In the postsocial view of human action, 
individuals do not use discourse as a means of action. Rather it is the 
discourse itself that, on actively mediating, establishes the conditions of 
possibility of action. Which is just why the latter is not merely an event, but 
an episode too, insofar as it is inserted in a grid of signification that not 
only triggers it, but also provides it with its intelligibility. 

This theoretical premise should be understood in its exact sense. In this 
case too, to avoid misinterpretations or hasty judgments, a brief explana­
tory note should be added. Postsocial history does not deny that social 
conditions are a conditioning and constraining factor on practice, as if it 
were merely an idealist reaction against materialism. What it does deny is 
that this conditioning or constraining is objective or structural, in the 
sense that a given social situation involves, in any way, in and of itself, a 
certain response or specific course of action. To put it in Foucauldian 
terms, postsocial history does not question the existence of either discur­
sive and nondiscursive practices, but it does maintain that the latter are al­
ways articulated by the former and that, consequently, nondiscursive 
practices have no autonomous capacity of causation. That social reality 
imposes limits on action that all practices are socially situated and con­
strained by unknown factors and that social context constantly presses in­
dividuals and compels them to act constitutes an empirically obvious 
fact. It is also evident that social context defines the field of possibilities of 
action (and therefore precludes or excludes certain actions), which is the 
referential framework of decisions and choices, and that it provides agents 
with their material, cultural, or organizational resources. Postsocial his­
tory argues, however, that it is not social context which provides agents 
with either the categories or meanings on which they base their actions 
and that, therefore, although such a context is undoubtedly the material 
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matrix of practice, it is not its causal matrix. Even though social conditions 
constrain, determine, empower, limit, influence, or simply affect actions, 
they only do so on the material or physical level, not on the meaningful 
level. In fact, postsocial history considers social context incapable of ex­
plaining anything because it is not ontologically independent of the dis­
cursive practices that construct it. Thus, social reality can generate certain 
material responses or reactions in individuals, but not meaningful re­
sponses or reactions or, therefore, affect the meaningful dimension of so­
cial practice. For postsocial history, even though individuals and their so­
cial context are in permanent interaction in the course of practice, the 
analytically relevant point is that it is not an interaction with primary or 
original instances. Instead, it is always an interaction between meaningful 
entities, between individuals and a social context that have previously 
been articulated or constructed as subjects and object respectively. 

Thus, if one had to answer Eley's question of what place is left, specifi­
cally, for social determination once the notion of society as a totalizing cat­
egory is dissolved, it must be said, first, that postsocial history at no time 
discards social causality; second, that postsocial history does, though, re­
strict social causality to the area of the material and does subordinate it to 
discursive mediation. The former means that if, as Eley himself writes, 
"the social" is "constituted through discourse," then "social explanation" 
can only explain material practices, but not the meaningful ones, that is, 
the ones that imply, mobilize, or deploy some kind of system of meanings. 
The latter means that "the social" has lost all independent causal efficacy 
outside the discursive mediation itself, in the sense that any pressure or 
determination of the social context on practice is always, and necessarily, 
exercised through a certain discursive matrix. [5] 

The epistemological dissatisfaction that has led postsocial authors to 
make this distinction between social causality and discursive mediation is 
the same one that underlies other distinctions with which it has some 
points in common. Here, I am thinking, for example, about the distinction 
that William H. Sewell establishes between mechanistic and semiotic 
forms of explanation of social life. The former based on a material relation 
of cause and effect and the latter on the "codes" or "paradigms" that en­
able human action or practices.[6] Sewell maintains that mechanistic 
causality is essential for explaining social processes, because elements 
like demographic, economic, geographic, or institutional conditions 
are determining factors of practice. But, at the same time, he insists these 
factors must be simultaneously analyzed with the semiotic ones, as they 
are both closely entwined and interact with each other. On this 
occasion, however, Sewell covers very little of the path traveled by 
postsocial history. Since he reduces "semiotic logic" to a set of formal 
or cultural devices (gestural, iconic, ritual, and so on) and, in 
consequence, he does not 
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take into account the existence of historically specific patterns of meaning, 
Sewell continues to conceive of the link between social conditions and 
consciousness essentially in terms of the old dichotomous theoretical 
model. That is, in terms of interaction between social reality and cultural 
resources (for example, between "changes in rural class structure" and 
"agrarian ritual"). 

Nevertheless, from the perspective of postsocial history there are prac­
tices (or essential aspects of them) associated with these social changes 
that would remain unexplained without giving consideration to certain 
networks of signification. To take Sewell's own example and argumenta­
tion: a connection between demographic changes and fluctuations in 
prices and wages and poverty obviously exists but it is not an exclusively 
mechanistic connection nor do the consequences listed encompass the 
whole historical phenomenon in question. Remaining on a merely mate­
rial plane denies that phenomenon all historical relevance. Other circum­
stances have to be taken into consideration, those surrounding demo­
graphic changes for example. The latter do not exercise their pressure in a 
vacuum, but through agents who embody patterns of meaning, and re­
sulting practices are, thus, dependent on the specific manner in which the 
changes themselves or their effects are made meaningful. The demo­
graphic situation, or its relation with food resources, can explain (at least 
in principle) the fall in wages, the rise in prices, or the increase in poverty, 
but not the responses that these phenomena give rise to. We already 
know, as Sewell himself has studied elsewhere, that such phenomena can 
be conceptualized in very different ways and the responses vary his tori­
ca11y (resigned acceptance of natural and inexorable facts at one extreme 
or social rebellion at the other) depending on the prevailing discursive 
regime in each case. Moreover, and something worth remembering, de­
mographic changes themselves are not merely natural or biological phe­
nomena, but they also involve a set of meaningful practices. 

And the same could be argued, in general, with regard to the defense of 
social causality or determination undertaken by Sewell himself in a later 
work.[7] Over the last few years, he says, an effective thinning of the 
social in historical scholarship has taken place, coinciding with an 
increasingly semiotic approach to both documents and reality in 
historical research. Historical sources read or examined not as means of 
gaining information about reality but as specific ways of perceiving and 
arranging it. For example, Joan Scott, in her paper on a statistical inquiry 
into work in Paris in 1847 and 1848, treats statistical categories as 
discursive instead of just considering the numbers they produce as 
objective data about social life (215).[8] But, for Sewell, who does see the 
linguistic turn as a positive development in historical studies, a robust 
sense of the social (217) needs to be sustained because, he upholds, social 
context imposes objective limits 
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on human action. On this occasion too, he illustrates his stance with two 
examples. The first is the influence of the world currency market on po­
litical decision makers, industrial workers, or strategies for unionization 
(220). In the case of shop floor politics in Korea, for instance, exchange 
rates of the yuan against the dollar act as a structural constraint on the na­
ture of union demands on management (221). The second example is that 
of a premodern, predominantly rural population in which a mutation of 
the plague bacillus extends the average life span by several years. This, he 
argues, has several effects: children can only expect to inherit their par­
ents' assets, a precondition for marriage and characteristic requisite for 
starting a new family, at a much later age and such deferral spells signif­
icant changes in the society's form of life. It could, for example, lead to 
later marriages or more lifetime celibacy, to a burgeoning of bandit gangs, 
monasteries, and nunneries, to changes in the value or composition of 
dowries or bride prices, or to an increase in the number of people who mi­
grate to cities where excess labor might find employment in manufactur­
ing. It seems obvious, adds Sewell, that we cannot hope to explain which 
of these possible changes might actually result from the lengthening of 
the life span without also trying to understand the cultural or discursive 
milieu in which it took place. But it would be equally absurd, in his opin­
ion, to claim that such a discursive reconstruction alone provides an ade­
quate account of the change, and extremely foolish to disdain the use of 
objectivist demographic theory and methods to determine the effects of 
rising life expectations on the age structure of the population. In short, 
such banal and undeniable facts we age and die or we cannot be in two 
places at the same time have far-reaching effects on the shapes and pos­
sibilities of human social life and discourse, effects that cannot be fully ac­
counted for by discursive analysis (221-22). All this leads Sewell to con­
clude that historical analysts should treat contextual events as objective or 
structural constraints, at least strategically, and that therefore strategic 
methodological resort to objectivism is virtually impossible to avoid (221). 

Even at the cost of being too repetitive or tedious, let me stress once 
again what is really at stake concerning the social in historical studies to­
day and try as well to dispel some misunderstandings that seem to run 
through Sewell's argument. Once the postsocial theoretical horizon has 
been reached, it is not a question of dispensing or not with social context 
when explaining people's practice. The key issue lies with the question of 
conferring a different explanatory role on social context. Specifically 
speaking, social reality continues to be regarded as the material ground of 
practice but is no longer considered its objective ground. Postsocial his­
tory does not deny that social factors constrain practice; this is something 
that it takes for granted. What it does deny is that such a constraining is 
objective, in the indicated sense that a real event or situation is able, even 
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if potentially, to compel people to behave or react in a certain way. For 
postsocial authors, social context necessarily takes part in making prac­
tice. But, just how, the specific way people respond to contextual pressure 
is always dependent on the meaning that context acquires when articu­
lated through a given set of assumptions about how society works and 
might work, and therefore on what is appropriate or normal behavior in 
each juncture. The standard notion of social causality, even a thoroughly 
reformulated version, cannot properly grasp this kind of bond between 
social context and action. 

To focus on previous examples, there can be no doubt that the world 
currency market is an external, uncontrollable factor that influences and 
constrains collective bargaining, but it does so in one or another way de­
pending on how it is understood and explained. Just how workers con­
ceive of currency exchange fluctuations unavoidable or natural facts or 
an imposition of imperialism_ is crucial to explaining their attitude, 
specifically to accepting or not a cut in their wages. What is just happen­
ing nowadays, and as Sewell himself points out so well, is a highly effica­
cious articulation of economy as an inexorable and natural process, one 
deeply affecting, of course, union or workers' practice. If the prevailing 
articulation of economy were another one, the practical outcome would 
undoubtedly be very different. Thus, in this case too, the question is not 
whether the international currency market influences or not workers' 
practice, because it is obvious that it does indeed. The question is whether 
the workers' response is in any sense implicit in the present state of the 
currency market or does their response stem, instead, from the way work­
ers make sense of that market and from the way they incorporate such 
sense-making into their practice. And the same happens with demo­
graphic fluctuations, as I have just argued. The empirical fact that demo­
graphic changes can affect marriage practices or forms of life is not under 
discussion. Such a factor exists and must be taken into account. The cru­
cial point is how demographic changes take part in shaping practices and 
forms of life and, specifically, if there is indeed a cause-effect relationship 
between the two as depicted by Sewell. Marriage as a merely empirical 
fact can be determined by demographic circumstances, but as a meaning­
ful or historically placed practice, it is dependent on how such circum­
stances are conceptually experienced. What can explain, in other words, 
how similar demographic settings give rise to quite different marriage 
practices historically? 

I have the impression that Sewell's approach to the social is hindered 
by a problem of incommensurability between theoretical outlooks. 
Specifically, by the difficulties the postsocial distinction between the 
real and the objective and between language as vocabulary and lan­
guage as a pattern of meanings can pose when approached through the 
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categories of the dichotomous paradigm. This problem prevents a proper 
understanding of the terms in which postsocial authors have rethought 
both the social and social constraint on practice. A dichotomous paradigm 
precludes any consideration of a third component of historical process 
different from both the real-objective and the cultural-subjective. This is a 
very common problem among social-new cultural historians who, in gen­
eral, fail to grasp the said distinction and find it extremely difficult, if not 
impossible, to conceive of any real world that is not objective or of any so­
cial constraint that is not structural.[9] 

It seems clear that, with its resolute move from social causality to dis­
cursive mediation, postsocial history has placed the debate on human ac­
tion within new theoretical coordinates. Since postsocial historians are 
dissatisfied "with both structuralist and voluntarist models of social ac­
tion"[lO] (as well as with any combination of the two), reflection and 
discussion on social action are no longer posited in terms of a dilemma 
or tension between free will and social determination, between structure 
and action, or simply between individual and society. As I have said; 
this dilemma or tension would make sense if at least one of the two 
instances involved constituted a primary component or pregiven 
condition of action, but not once the existence of both rational subjectivity 
and social objectivity has been rejected. Consequently, in the present 
historiographical phase, it is no longer a question of advocating either 
human agency or social coercion, but of placing human action in a new 
space of causality and intelligibility. The crucial question to be answered 
is not what is the exact degree of autonomy of action or of liberty of 
agents with respect to social environment, but what discursive conditions 
have made it possible that a given social environment has generated a 
particular modality of practice. Otherwise any historical inquiry on the 
question would be a rather sterile endeavor, its only fruits a merely 
descriptive account of the space-time correlation between the two 
instances, without any kind of explanatory relevance and not even able 
to explain the genesis of the correlation itself. 

II 

The crisis of the concept of social causality and the new theory of social 
action underlie, for instance, the critical review that Margaret R. Somers 
and William H. Sewell have made of the history of the British labor and 
the sans-culotte movement respectively. In both cases, the questioning of 
social explanation is followed by a new account founded explicitly on the 
assumption that interests, identities, and practices are forged out of the 
mediation of a categorial framework that comes from outside their social 
referent. In the case of Somers, she starts from a double critical rethinking. 
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She begins by emphasizing that the history of the British labor movement 
has been embedded in an objectivist meta -narrative that conceives society 
as a natural self-regulating entity. As a consequence, the labor movement 
appears as the effect on the conscious realm of the changes experienced 
by British society, specifically its transition from a traditional society to a 
modern capitalist one, via industrialization. According to this meta­
narrative, there is a causal link between the societal and economic 
changes of the industrial revolution (class in itself) and the emergence of 
a revolutionary class consciousness (class for itself). The societal transfor­
mation, whether it is called industrialization, modernization, or proletar­
ianization, "ushers in the 'birth of class society.'[ll] Specifically, 
economic changes (commercialization, increasing division of labor, 
and technological development) gradually break the bonds of 
relatively static pre-industrial economies and give way to the 
appearance of "class relations," as well as the liberal state, the framework 
and support of the laissez-faire economy. Through this process, 
continues Somers, "traditional" relations were transformed into class 
relations and community artisan cultures organized by moral 
economies were supplanted by the force of new class alignments 
from, in her graphic words, the "bread nexus to the wage nexus" 
(596-97). 

Once the premise claiming a causal link between social transforma­
tion and class-consciousness has been established, it operates as a real meta­
narrative for historical inquiry, defining its patterns, objectives, and 
questions to be posed and answered, as historians themselves take meta­
narrative categories to be labels of reality. As Somers indicates, as long as the 
question of working -class action is bound a priori to the industrial societal 
transformation and the birth of class society, the research task will be limited 
to elaborating different versions of a merely presumed, but undemon­
strated, causal relationship between societal transformation and working­
class consciousness (598). Once the condition of objective foundation of the 
labor movement, along with its "response" in the form of collective action, 
is conferred on socioeconomic changes and proletarianization, the only 
thing remaining for explanation would be the "historical variations" of this 
fundamental scheme. However, according to Somers, such a premise is not 
only an unquestioned one but also mistaken since working-class identity 
and practice are not responses to or expressions of social changes and the ap­
pearance of a class society, but the result of a completely different process. In 
this case too, as she states in her criticism of Ira Katznelson, something re­
quiring empirical demonstration, namely the causal primacy of proletarian­
ization, must not be assumed to be a theoretical foundation.[12] 

Before reaching this point in her argument, however, Somers raises an­
other critical objection and an equally outstanding one for historiograph­
ical discussion. The aforementioned meta-narrative and its theory of class 
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formation define, normatively, what should be the natural behavior of the 
working class, and, therefore, it conceptualizes those behaviors that do 
not fit as a problem of deviance or anomalousness (596). This is the in­
evitable corollary when applying the objectivist assumption that a certain 
social position entails a certain conduct. Thus, since such a meta-narrative 
sets a general model of the relation between industrialization and prole­
tarianization and the birth of class society and the expected behavioral 
response of the working class, the problem, obsessing and informing all 
studies of working-class formation, is "why the failure (or incoherence, 
peculiarity, or deviance) of the 'real' working class" (594). The weight and 
articulating power of the objectivist meta-narrative have managed to 
bring about the historiographical conviction that this failure lies with the 
working class itself, precluding any pondering whatsoever over the meta­
narrative instead. This is why, as Somers says, social labor history has al­
ways tended to place the epistemology of absence (596) in the foreground. 
Consequently, studies of labor movement have concentrated not so much 
on analyzing the effective constitution of the identity of individuals or 
groups being studied, but on the "exceptions" to the prediction. They 
have not focused on explaining what is or has been empirically present, 
but rather on the failure of people to behave correctly in accordance with 
a theoretical normative model. Thus, Somers concludes, studies of working­
class formation have a most peculiar property: "rather than seeking to ex­
plain the presence of radically varying dispositions and practices, they have 
concentrated disproportionately on explaining the absence of an expected 
outcome, namely the emergence of a revolutionary class-consciousness 
among the Western working class."[13] These studies seem 
inexorably driven to conceptualize the history of labor movement 
basically in terms of deviance and not, for example, in terms of 
variation. 

Thus, the first implication both theoretical and epistemological that 
follows from Somers's argument is that concepts including those of so­
cial history itself are not mere designative labels of real phenomena; 
they are, instead, the fruit of a meta-narrative articulation of them. But 
there is a second, equally significant, implication, namely that any at­
tempt to renew labor history must start by deconstructing such concepts, 
naturalized by the long-term social and analytical influence of a meta­
narrative based on the notions of society and social determination. As 
Somers herself states, if we wish to revise class formation theory, we must 
recognize, reconsider, and challenge that meta-narrative (593). That is, 
suspending judgment on the causal equation between social change and 
working-class identity is the only way of unblocking historical conun­
drum in this field. 

What historical explanation of the making of labor movement follows 
from this criticism of social explanation and the call for a denaturalization 
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of the modern meta-narrative? If labor movement is not an expression or 
effect of social modernization, then what is it? The conclusion that can be 
drawn from Somers's account is that labor movement was not constituted 
in the social sphere, but it emerged through a historical process different 
from the one taken for granted by social-new cultural history. The British 
labor movement in the first half of the nineteenth century was the fruit 
not of socioeconomic transformations, but of the meaningful apprehen­
sion of them. It was the outcome of articulating social and political rela­
tions through a certain discursive pattern (or, in Somers's terminology, a 
"narrative") and of deploying, in the terrain of practice, their basic con­
stitutive categories. In this case too, just such mediation turned the social 
situation into action. The discursive pattern in question is the liberal-radical 
discourse, whose essential categorial principle (or "narrative theme") was 
that "working people had inviolable rights to particular political and legal 
relationships" (612). It is this category of rights that articulates experience, 
interests, and identity and that generates the ways of action and political 
practice of the members of the labor movement. According to Somers's 
account, such a narrative included rights of citizenship, a certain notion of 
people, and a particular conception of the law, including a notion of the 
legal relationship between the people and the law. At the same time, its 
conception of rights defined independence and autonomy as inexorably 
linked to the property rights of working people. Rights that were "only in 
part the fruits of individual labor; they primarily rested on membership 
of the political community" (612). As Somers herself stresses, this "lan­
guage of rights" was "the explanatory prism through which class issues 
and other aspects of social distress were mediated and made sense of' (613, 
emphasis mine). It was this linguistic pattern that made possible the 
emergence of labor movement as such, as it was through it that events 
were assessed, explained, and given meaning, thus providing a guide for 
action and the methods for the remedies of wrongs and distress (612). 

According to Somers, such a pattern of meanings (one that had been 
shaped over the previous centuries) includes specific guidelines of action 
and protest and it is the means by which "working families" articulate 
their identities at the beginning of the nineteenth century. The content of 
the underlying linguistic pattern is what explains, in Somers's words, that 
"in the midst of the worst economic distress of their lives, English indus­
trial families based their protests not on economic demands or those of a 
'moral economy. Instead, they based them "on a broadly conceived 
claim to legal rights to participation, substantive social justice (Poor 
Laws), local government control, cohesive family and community rela­
tions, 'modem' methods of labor regulation (trade unions) and the right 
to independence be it from capitalists, the state, or from other workers." 
Specifically, their reliance on plot lines "driven by a conception of justice 
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and rights if membership to explain their distress and guide their action," 
elucidates their directing their protests against law, legal authorities, legal 
ideals of universality and equity, local politics, and legal institutions (612). 

Sewell's work on the sans-culotte movement clearly leads toward a 
similar critical rethinking of social explanation.[14] Sewell also calls 
into question the existence of a truly causal connection between the 
socioeconomic position of the sans-culottes and their conscious practice 
and he doubts, as well, that the latter should be regarded as an effect of 
the former. His account starts with critique of the materialist 
interpretation of this historical phenomenon, especially Albert Soboul's 
classical formulation. Let me briefly freshen memories on this point. 
Heeding Sewell's own depiction, the social explanation Soboul offers is 
based on the assumption that identity groupings or collective historical 
subjects are expressions of socioeconomic groupings. Specifically, the 
consciousness, program, and political practice of the sans-culotte 
movement would have risen directly from the social conditions of a 
distinct socioeconomic category or social group identifiable as "the 
sans-culotterie." A group that is not, of course, a class (it included both 
employers and employees), but whose diverse members shared a common 
interest as consumers. Bread prices and not wages were the great economic 
issue of the day and it was hunger that united everyone against the great 
merchant, the nobleman, or the speculating bourgeoisie. Furthermore, 
according to Soboul, this unity of consciousness was due to the 
influence of the master artisans over their workforce. Although 
masters and journeymen have different relationships with the means of 
production and there are conflicts between them, the small scale of 
production and the consequent intimacy between masters and 
journeymen resulted in an essential unanimity of outlook on the social 
world. Concerning specifically the sans-culottes' view of the food 
supply, Soboul also conceives this as arising naturally from the sans-cu­
lottes' economic condition (250). 

Sewell upholds that the movement's consciousness and practice were 
not expressions of the material conditions of existence of its members. Be­
cause, even though the economic condition of the Parisian menu peuple 
was an important source of political discourse about subsistence in 1793, 
the determination of economic factors was not, as Soboul claims, either so 
direct or so immediate. Furthermore and according to Sewell once more, 
the sans-culotterie itself, understood as a unified social and economic cat­
egory, did not exist as such and, therefore, its social circumstances and ex­
periences could hardly be the source of sans-culottes' ideas (252-53). 
Which leads him to conclude that if "the rhetoric of economic terror'' was 
not "an unsurprising consequence of sans-culotte social being," then its 
existence needs "considerable explanatory exegesis" (250). An exegesis 
that has to take into consideration other factors or ingredients of the 
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process involved in the constitution of this rhetoric out of the socioeco­
nomic situation. 

Once he has established these general principles, Sewell applies them 
to the analysis of one of the essential components of the sans-culotte pro­
gram, the question of subsistence (the prices and supply of food), the 
sans-culottes demanding, basically, control and condemnation of hoarders 
and the establishment of a maximum. Sewell's central point here is that 
the "sans-culotte rhetoric of subsistence" was not causally determined by 
the living conditions of the members of the movement or by the scarcity 
and high prices of food in particular. Instead, the program of demands 
put forth by the sans-culottes was constituted in a different sphere from 
the social one. Such a program is the result of the meaningful apprehen­
sian and arrangement of the social situation in general, and of the state of 
subsistence in particular, through certain categories or principles. These 
are what, by conferring their meaning on social events, define the objec­
tives to be attained and, by being projected in practice, determine the 
character, orientation, and the forms of the movement's political action. In 
other words, mostly from Sewell himself, the social standing or the formal 
political affiliations of the sans-culottes did not define the sans-culotte 
rhetoric of subsistence; it was defined, instead, "by its discursive charac­
teristics." Subsistence rhetoric, he goes on, may be characterized as a self­
consistent discourse whose autonomous dynamics and political effects 
are not reducible to the social interests or projects of any particular social 
category. In fact, Sewell emphasizes, immediately thereafter, such a dis­
course was not only articulated by the sans-culottes but was used by other 
political options as well, constituting "a publicly available rhetorical sys­
tem that served as a meeting ground for political actors from widely vary­
ing social backgrounds and with distinct institutional commitments who 
were engaged in quite different overall projects" (253). 

Sewell then goes on to specify which principles generated the sans­
culotte program of action. First of all, states Sewell, the sans-culotte pro­
gram was not only an assertion of the interests of the urban poor; it was 
also full of moral exhortations and metaphysical pronouncements and, in 
particular, of hostility against the Church. Specifically, by secularizing the 
drama of religious salvation and replacing it with the drama of mankind's 
salvation on Earth (253), the politics of food found its place within the cos­
mic drama of good and evil (254). The second discursive principle was a 
consideration of nature as the sacred source of truth and of physical and 
spiritual sustenance. For republicans, life was the supreme gift of nature 
and assuring the continuation of life through nature's bounty was the most 
fundamental political duty. The third principle was the definition of the 
right of subsistence as "a sacred and imprescriptible right of man" (254). 
Principles like these, operating as organizing patterns of the experience 
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and interests and objectifying certain social facts as problems to be solved, 
generated the sans-culotte movement and converted its members into his­
torical subjects. Scarcity, for example, was conceptualized not as a conse­
quence of poor harvests but of speculation (because nature produces 
enough to feed the population), and the proposed solution was the re­
pression of the hoarders. As Sewell puts forward, by operating on the as­
sumption that abundance is natural and that shortage can only be a result 
of manipulation, the sans-culottes came to consider scarcity an "artificial" 
fruit of hoarding and believed hoarders sought the destruction of the Re­
public (256), requiring, thus, severe laws be passed against them (257). 
This articulation of the social and economic situation was also the means 
by which the aforementioned principles were projected into action. And 
thus, for example, the natural right to subsistence was translated into a 
demand for fixing the price of goods of prime necessity and for subordi­
nating the right of property to such a natural right. Thus, the sans-culottes 
saw the Republic as possessing the right to regulate prices (254), and con­
sidered growers and merchants necessarily subordinate to the public wel­
fare, which is why they were equated to civil servants public servants 
with the duty to supply food (255). Finally, the fact that this articulation 
was made through a new categorial grid is what explains why food short­
ages and high prices did not simply produce, as in previous periods, sub­
sistence riots but actions of political protest. According to Sewell, it is pre­
cisely the existence of this network of mutual implication, linking the 
rhetoric of subsistence with the larger discursive framework of terror 
(against hoarders because they are counterrevolutionaries) that raises 
serious doubts about Soboul's explanation of the social origins of sans­
culotte ideology. Because it was not just a question of a material claim for 
food supply, but this claim was inserted in a wider program of struggle 
against counterrevolution and of demand for rights. In this case, too, in­
terests are not mere social or material attributes that become manifest in 
the political sphere, but they are meaningful constructions themselves. [15] 
This does not mean, as we already know, that the socioeconomic situation 
and, in particular, hunger, were not essential factors in the shaping of the 
sans-culottes' program and practice. Nor does it mean, as Sewell makes 
clear, "that either the substance of the rhetoric or its role in the politics of 
the revolution were without social determinants" (253). Hunger, of course, 
not only existed, it was also the material ground of the rhetoric of subsis­
tence. Hunger was a real issue and a chronic problem in the time of the 
Revolution; poor harvests were frequent and people spent half their 
wages on food, so any rise in prices spelled dreaded hunger. Therefore, 
there were good reasons for people to worry about hunger and, in fact, 
not only was hunger one of the reasons for the urban uprisings of 1789, 
but memory of privations remained alive in the years following. Nobody 
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can doubt, as Sewell asserts, "a real economic basis" (261) to the sans­
culottes' rhetoric of subsistence. 

What is under discussion, however, is not the existence of hunger or its 
obvious connection with the sans-culottes' program and practice. What is 
under discussion is the nature of this connection, that is, the answer to the 
question of why hunger generated this specific kind of reaction, attitude, 
demands, and political action. And this cannot be explained by the mere 
existence of hunger; it is necessary to take into consideration the media­
tion of categories like those listed above (struggle between good and evil, 
nature as a source of life, and the natural right to subsistence).[ 16] In fact, 
the main shortcoming of the social explanation lies in its taking for 
granted that hunger, by itself, generates a certain kind of response in 
individuals, without realizing that such a response will depend on the 
varying objective existences (i.e., meanings) that hunger acquires 
depending on the prevailing social imaginary in each case. Furthermore, 
the very existence of a response depends on hunger having been 
objectified in a certain way: for example, not as a natural or providential 
phenomenon, but as a soda/ problem to be resolved. The sans-culottes 
did not react as they did because they were hungry but because, by 
perceiving and experiencing their hunger through the modem 
imaginary, hungry became a violation of a natural right, as well as a 
social evil, one that political measure could and should address. Such 
political resolution was, in tum, thinkable and perceived as suitable for 
putting into practice only because the aforementioned discursive 
principles already existed. Consequently, anyone who wishes to 
understand and explain sans-culottes practice in this terrain cannot 
just record the existence of hunger and its condition as being central to 
the sans-culottes' concerns and program. One must also explain why 
and how hunger was objectified in this specific way and gave, thus, rise 
to a certain social and political practice. 

To reinforce his argument, Sewell resorts to comparing Paris in 1793 
with Paris in 1848. According to him, this comparison should make clear 
the insufficiency of the arguments of both Soboul and George Rude. In 
1848, food prices were moderate but people had also just emerged from a 
period of terrible hunger, the relation between wages and prices was sim­
ilar, and factory industry had hardly advanced, small workshops and 
manual work still remained predominate. However, in the Parisian revo­
lution of 1848, "hardly a word was said about the problem of subsis­
tence." On the contrary, labor, not subsistence, was the burning issue. In­
stead of demonstrating for a maximum and for punishments against 
hoarding, Parisian workers demonstrated for a reformed "organization of 
labor" and were forcing their employers to grant more favorable wage 
schedules (tarifs) (262). Thus, "although economic conditions in Paris in 
the mid-nineteenth century were surprisingly similar to those in the 
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1790s, the political demands of the Parisian poor were utterly different" 
(262). What can this clarify and what can help explain such pronounced 
contrast? According to Sewell, what it tells us is that economic conditions 
do not give rise to politically salient interests in the direct and obvious 
fashion Soboul and Rude assume, but such interests are "profoundly 
shaped by the surrounding political culture."[17] In 1848, the ordinary 
people of Paris defined their interests as workers because the category of 
labor had been socially established in the past two decades and had 
made the political identity "worker" particularly potent. Therefore, the 
contrast is due to the articulation of similar social and economic 
conditions through very different discursive principles. Which, in tum, 
makes interests, forms of identity, program, and political practice 
different too. That is why Sewell concludes that "to understand why 
similarly situated Parisians in 1793 defined their interests as 
consumers, we must know more than that bread made up a large 
proportion of their expenditures; we must be able to explain how the 
political culture of their time made the price and availability of bread the 
crucial question, rather than focusing their attention on the financially 
equivalent question of obtaining suffiCient wages to pay for bread" 
(262). In other words, we must know through what discursive 
categories (natural right to subsistence or labor) meaning has been 
conferred on the social situation and the corresponding program of action 
designed to deal with it (demand of a maximum or reorganization of 
labor). 

III 

The new theory of social action outlined here underlies the conception of 
political action furthered by postsocial history. For a long time, historians 
had conceived of politics either as a causally autonomous subjective 
sphere (traditional history and revisionism) or as a representation of so­
cial interests and identities (social history). Postsocial history, however, by 
making a distinction between political discourse and political vocabulary 

(that is, between the underlying categorial matrix and the forms of con­
sciousness or ideologies that result from applying it to political life), con­
fers a new causal origin on political action. Since it is the mediation of po­
litical discourse that provides individuals with the diagnosis of their 
situation, constitutes them as political subjects, and defines their interests 
in this terrain, it is such a mediation that prefigures a certain course of ao­
tion and makes certain conflicts and power relations natural.[18] As 
Margaret Somers asserts, political action is not an exteriorization of 
social interests, but the result of deploying a "conceptual network," 
like the "Anglo-American citizenship theory," which constitutes a 
"structural re-
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lational matrix of theoretical principles and conceptual assumptions" ac­
cording to which individuals organize, configure, and make sense of their 
political practice.[19] 
This is, for instance, the theoretical stance adopted by Keith Baker in his 
analysis of the French Revolution. Baker also takes the distinction be­
tween categorial framework (what he calls "political culture") and sub­
jectivity as his starting point, thus maintaining that the former is neither 
a reflection of social context nor is it a subjective device created and han­
dled by agents. Instead, "political culture" is a prior instance that takes an 
active part in the shaping of political identities and the conflicts that di­
vide them and which molds, guides, and makes sense of political practice. 
In the specific case of the French Revolution, Baker argues, political lan­
guage is not an instrument in the hands of revolutionary actors. On the 
contrary, these revolutionary actors "were constantly swept away by the 
power of a language that each proved unable to control."[20] 
Consequently, the causes of the Revolution are not to be found in 
either the socioeconomic context or in the ideological sphere, but in the 
mediation of a political culture that forges the actors themselves and 
authorizes their actions. In his own words, this political culture 
"comprises the definitions of the relative subject-positions from which 
individuals and groups may (or may not) legitimately make claims one 
upon another and, therefore, of the identity and boundaries of the 
community to which they belong. It constitutes the meanings of the 
terms in which these claims are framed, the nature of the contexts to 
which they pertain, and the authority of the principles according to which 
they are made binding. It shapes the constitution and powers of the 
agencies and procedures by which contestations are resolved, competing 
claims authoritatively adjudicated and binding decisions enforced" (4-5). 
According to Baker, social history, by conceiving Revolution as the result 
of the "rise of the bourgeoisie to power as an expression of an objective 
historical necessity," is incapable of perceiving the key phenomenon, 
namely the appearance of a new form of political discourse that 
institutes new modes of political action. It is incapable of grasping the 
constitutive intervention of the language that underlies the 
revolutionary process (18). 

That is why Baker criticizes the theses of authors like Francois Furet 
and Lynn Hunt that what happens during the Revolution is that subjec­
tivity becomes temporarily independent of its social base and the conflict 
of social interests is replaced by a symbolic struggle around the concep­
tual definition of legitimacy. As Furet argues, according to Baker, the col­
lapse of royal authority in 1789 caused the relationship between power 
and social interests to be disrupted. As a consequence, social interests 
were suspended in favor of an outbidding of the idea over real history 
and the social order was reconstituted at the level of ideology. It is not, 
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however, Baker objects, that, in a juncture of crisis and very rapid change, 
the symbolic sphere becomes provisionally independent of its social base 
and language and by virtue of this acquires such a performative capacity. 
It is, rather, that language always has this capacity and it is always an ac­
tive generator both of interests and of the political behavior implicit in 
them. The "linguisticality" is not an exceptional parenthesis or a peculiar 
feature of the French Revolution, but a permanent historical condition 
(7-8). Both Furet and Hunt, operating with a dichotomous theoretical 
model, are unable to distinguish between political discourse and vocabu­
lary and, therefore, any causal detachment of political action with respect 
to social context leads them inexorably to restoring intentional explana­
tion. However, as Baker argues, political action is not a symbolic practice 
but a discursive one. Which is precisely why, in order to understand and 
explain the French Revolution, it is necessary to identify the field of polit­
ical discourse and to reconstitute the political culture or the set of linguis­
tic patterns and relationships that made it possible (24). 

The political culture that generated the Revolution was, argues Baker, 
forged over the eighteenth century by substituting the absolutist mold 
with a new discursive framework that, by having the concept of public 
opinion as its cornerstone, triggered a shift in the source of legitimacy of 
political authority from the crown to civil society. This new political cul­
ture was the result of a disaggregation of the attributes traditionally 
bound together in the concept of monarchical authority reason, justice, 
and will and of its reconceptualization in a language of "social science" 
and natural and rational order that made the French Revolution "think­
able" and, therefore, possible. It was this language that supported the 
program of administrative uniformity, civil rights, fiscal equality, and rep­
resentation of social interests through participation in political manage­
ment. It provided, as well, the foundations for reconstituting the new so­
cial order on principles like property, public utility, rights of man, national 
sovereignty, and representation or responsible government (24-26 and 
199). 

It is the decline, precisely, of the instrumentalist notion of political lan­
guage and of the representationist conception of politics that has forced 
historians to redefine the genesis and nature of both political conflicts and 
political power. Let me take a brief look at this. Previously, political strug­
gles had been conceived in terms of ideological confrontation or, as some 
authors put it, of a struggle to appropriate or adjudicate meanings to po­
litical concepts and, thus, impose one criterion of lt:gitimacy or another. 
This conception is based on the assumption that political identities are 
pregiven in another sphere and concur to political arena for the purpose 
of attaining interests (be they natural or social) that are also pregiven. 
However, if, as postsocial history maintains, such identities, as well as 
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their interests, are constituted in the space of signification created by the 
mediation of political discourse, then the relationships they enter into and 
the conflicts between them cannot have an external causal foundation ei­
ther. Instead, they must be forged through the same process of discursive 
mediation. It is this process that creates the conditions of emergence of 
certain conflicts, that establishes the terms, objectives, and the scope of the 
confrontation, that makes mutual demands intelligible, and that provides 
agents with the rhetorical resources they use. Thus, it is not a case of dif­
ferent political options trying to impose their definitions of categories like 
democracy, liberty, or equality, to mention an ordinary example. It is the 
existence of such categories that allows the corresponding conflicts to 
emerge around them. As I have already noted, the major political conflicts 
of modem society are not triggered by political exclusion, deprivation of 
rights, or social inequalities, but by the fact that these circumstances have 
been made meaningful (and, in consequence, regarded as unjust or un­
natural) through categories like democracy, liberty, or equality. 

This implies that political struggles are always causally immersed 
within a shared discourse and that it is what defines the object, the terms, 
and the scope of the disputes to which all the political options involved 
adhere. As sociologists Jeffrey Alexander and Phillip Smith state, referring 
to the so-called discourse of American Civil Society, a shared discourse 
constitutes "a semantic commensurability" or underlying common code 
that imposes an "underlying consensus" on all political options.[21] 
This seems to be the case, for instance, in the relationship between 
socialism and liberalism, as both share the same basic assumptions of the 
modern discourse to which they belong (what would also explain that 
socialist revolutions have not been able to transcend liberal society). 
Historians such as Patrick Joyce, James Vernon, and Keith Baker have paid 
careful attention to the presence, historical role, and explanatory 
relevance of shared discourse. Joyce has expressly pointed out different 
situations in which diverse, even opposing, political options share and 
operate within the same discursive pattern or social imaginary. According 
to him, this is what occurs in France after the revolution of 1848, when 
"the social," like the expression of "progress" and the "modem," 
became the common substrate of political and social struggles.[22] 
Likewise, social relations in Victorian England "can in large part be 
understood in terms of the concordances and discordances operating 
within shared discourses about the social, whether we think of these in 
terms of collective subjects like humanity, myths of origin such as those 
clustering around the value of independence, or the 'roles' of 
gender."[23] James Vernon, in his study of nineteenth-century British 
politics,[24] also maintains that the constitutionalist discourse represents 
a "master narrative" or "shared" language within which are constituted in 
this period not only the competing political groups 
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and their constituencies of support, but also the conflicts between them 
(295-96). Beyond the particular interpretations of the constitution, there is 
a conceptual framework, common to Tories, Whigs, and radicals, which 
imposes a limited range of interpretative possibilities, which enables the 
different political options to make themselves mutually intelligible, and 
which defines the patterns of their confrontation.[25] The "genius of the 
constitutional master-narrative," writes Vernon, was not only "that it 
enabled political groups to make this great mass of diverse and often 
conflicting identities coherent, and thus empowered its subjects with 
a sense of agency," but also that all the competing groups based their 
own interpretation of the nation's past and its future destiny on the 
same "shared tropes" (328). 

The appearance of postsocial history has also, then, brought with it a 
new concept of political power. In the past, historians had conceived of 
and analyzed political power in terms of social control and ideological im­
position. These historians rely on a double assumption. First, that politi­
cal power is an effect or function of social divisions. Second, that the 
prime means through which political domination is settled, kept up, and 
legitimated is ideology, understood as a false consciousness imposed on 
the dominated to prevent them from recognizing their objective interests 
and from achieving full identity self-awareness. At the same time, the ex­
istence of an objective social structure was the condition for the appear­
ance of a true consciousness. The dominated have the possibility, in the 
course of practice and by means of ideological criticism, of ripping the 
ideological veil between their consciousness and reality, replacing false 
consciousness with a true one, and of, thus, winning the dispute over the 
control of objectivity. However, in the light of postsocial's theory of soci­
ety, this conception of political power has been shown to be excessively 
reductionist and formal, as well as analytically unsatisfactory. Postsocial 
history upholds that while political power always has a social base, the 
former is not a causal effect of the latter. Political power is the result of ap­
plying a certain regime of political rationality, or, expressed in Fou­
cauldian terms, a certain mode of govemmentality. This is fundamentally 
so because, as I have stressed, the organizing categories of political power 
are not ideological creations of the dominant identity, but come from a 
discursive substrate that not only precedes and transcends such an iden­
tity, but it is also what enables it to become constituted as such.[26] 
Which entails, as well, that the political relationship between the 
dominant and the dominated is not previously inscribed in the sphere of 
socioeconomic relations, but depends on the specific way both are 
subjectified, as well as on the historical function implied in this 
subjectivization. From this point of view, power is not just simply 
something that the dominant apply to or impose upon the dominated, 
but a meaningfUl relationship in which the 
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two are involved. Political power is not just a vertical link, it is also, if I 
may use the metaphor, a dense horizontal weft. Nor should the state only 
be conceived, in a literal sense, as an apparatus of domination (which it 
is), but also as the institutionalization of a certain modality of meaningful 
articulation of political power. Baker has defined this new concept of po­
litical power very clearly. He carefully argues the following: if "a com­
munity exists only to the extent that there is some common discourse by 
which its members can constitute themselves as different groups within 
the social order and make claims upon one another that are regarded as 
intelligible and binding'' and if, moreover, the "interaction involved in the 
framing of such claims is constrained within that discourse, which it in 
turn sustains, extends and on occasions transforms," then political au­
thority is indeed "a matter of linguistic authority." First, "in the sense that 
political functions are defined and allocated within the framework of a 
given political discourse," and second "in the sense that their exercise 
takes the form of upholding authoritative definitions of the terms within 
that discourse."[27] 

None of this should be understood to be saying political domination 
does not exist or that it has no connection whatsoever with socioeco­
nomic stratification. What postsocial history does (once again in Fou­
cauldian terms) is to distinguish between a state of domination on the 
one hand and power relations on the other. That is, between the mere 
material fact of political domination of some social groups by others 
and the meaningful arrangement this domination adopts, depending 
on the social imaginary through which it has been erected and accord­
ing to which it is exercised. This is not a merely formal distinction be­
tween two components of political power. It implies that all political 
domination is always articulated by certain power relations, in the 
sense that domination is not generated by social divisions, but by the 
specific way in which these are made meaningful through a particular 
political discourse. The connection between social supremacy and po­
litical domination-exists, but the connection is not natural or causal but 
rhetorical, and therefore power is not just a social relation, but also a 
discursively constructed relation. That is why, postsocial historians 
stress that in order to explain why political domination adopts a given 
form and follows certain logic, it is not anywhere near sufficient to sim­
ply identifY the social groups in conflict. It is also necessary to reconstruct 
the system of meanings within which they have been constituted as po­
litical subjects and act as such. Otherwise, for example, the enduring per­
ception of political relations between the middle class and the working 
class in terms of revolution versus antirevolution would be unintelligible. 
What explains such a political relation it is not the social inequality be­
tween the two classes, but the fact that the modem discourse objectified 
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the working class as a revolutionary subject. As well as the fact that the 
bourgeoisie, whose members share with those of the working class the 
same discursive community, gave credit to such an objectivization. 

The fact that political power is exercised not through but within dis­
course has a double implication. On the one hand, what guarantees the 
efficacy of political domination is not ideological manipulation 
(founded on a supremacy of social resources), but the existence of a ba­
sic discursive consensus between the dominant and the dominated to 
which this domination is logically, conceptually, and rhetorically an­
chored. On the other hand, it is this discursive consensus that also con­
fers efficacy on the resistance to domination. Domination and resistance 
are not two incommensurable forces fighting to impose their respective 
forms of legitimacy. They are two differential components of the same 
system of meaning and therefore they presuppose each other. The same 
categories, principles, or social imaginary that establish the conditions 
that make domination possible are what organize and authorize resis­
tance to it. In the standard view, resistance is the result of the fact that 
dominated groups either create a counterideology (social history) or 
they appropriate the dominant ideology and reuse it as a weapon 
against the dominant (new cultural history). As Marc W. Steinberg says, 
for example, in a classical new cultural formulation based on Bakhtin­
ian dialogism, resistance is a "process of counter-hegemony."[28] 
For postsocial history, however, what happens is not that the 
dominated appropriate the dominant ideology, but that the same 
discourse that institutionalizes domination authorizes, makes 
thinkable, and sets the patterns of the political contestation to this 
domination. The categories that settle and authorize domination are 
the same ones that make resistance thinkable. And, therefore, what 
dominated groups do is not to express their social interests by means of 
the dominant ideology, but to articulate them through the same 
discourse and develop the possibilities and contradictions of it. As we 
have seen, for example, the categories of the liberal discourse (like 
property or labor) that laid the foundations of political exclusion are the 
same ones that made conceivable and gave rise to the resistance to 
such exclusion. As Joan Scott argues, the issue is less one of opposition 
between domination and resistance, control and agency, than one of a 
complex process that constructs possibilities for and puts limits on 
specific actions undertaken by individuals and groups. [29] From this 
point of view, a revolution would not be as social history claims an 
ideological unmasking of domination, but a collapse of the discursive 
community and of its power relations. A revolution is, as Baker 
states, no more than a discursive break, the appearance of a new 
form of discursive rationality constituting new modes of political 
and social action. That is, "a transformation of the 
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discursive practice of the community, a moment in which social rela­
tions are reconstituted and the discourse defining the political relations 
between individuals and groups is radically recast" (as happened in 
France in 1789). [30] 

At this point I consider it crucial to insist on the necessity of avoiding a 
common historiographical error, namely, mistaken equation of the post­
social approach with revisionism, specifically in the field of political his­
tory. Many scholars often fail to distinguish between, on the one hand, re­
visionist endeavor to make the political realm or ideologies autonomous 
(from social context) and, on the other, postsocial assertion that the terms 
of political practice are always set by a shared background of categories 
or principles. This is, for instance, a distinction that Richard Price ignores, 
leading him to conflate revisionist and discursive approaches to popular 
politics in nineteenth-century Britain.[31] However, since they still 
work within the dichotomous model, revisionist historians, like 
Eugenio Biagini for example, disconnect any causality whatsoever 
between political action and social location of actors. The same occurs, as 
I have noted, in Gareth Stedman Jones's rethinking of Chartism. In 
following the so-called Cambridge School or contextualism, Jones limits 
himself to stating that the ideology and practice of Chartist movement 
lack any causal relationship with the socioeconomic situation or living 
conditions of its members. Postsocial historians, on the contrary, as we 
have just seen, desist from thinking politics in standard dual terms and 
seek explanation of political practice in the mediation of the political 
rationality prevailing in each juncture. Thus, for them, it is not a 
question of making political identities more or less independent of their 
social referents, but of recovering the very constructive process by 
which the political itself and the involved identities are produced. This 
point is clear, for example, in James Vernon's critical review of the book by 
Catherine Hall, Keith McClelland, and Jane Renda11.[32] As Vernon 
argues, referring to the Rendall approach to the exclusion of women from 
the political arena, it is not a question of broadening our conception of 
the political to incorporate women's participation, but of analyzing how 
the political was constituted in order to prevent such a participation. 
For liberalism is not simply an ideology but a way of structuring political 
identities and struggles, including those of the movement for women's 
suffrage. And the same could be said, according to Vernon, about Hall's 
approach to class and race. In this case too, liberalism managed to 
produce the colonial order of things or the liberal political subject and 
its racialized others. Vernon certainly criticizes, therefore, "the latent 
materialism of the book," but not with the purpose of replacing it with 
idealism and restoring the autonomy of political actors, but of high­
lighting, instead, the constitutive role of linguistic settings that are beyond 
the control of these agents. 
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IV 

So far I have mainly referred to society as an object of perception, but I 
have said very little about society as a real entity. I should not, however, 
conclude without drawing attention to the fact that both aspects are inex­
tricably linked and presuppose each other, as the new concept of social ac­
tion involves a profound rethinking of the nature of society as a phenom­
enon. To start with, if the meaningful actions of individuals have their 
origin in discursive mediation and not in social determination then 
society would not be an autonomous sphere endowed with an 
internal mechanism of self-reproduction, but rather the result of the 
practical projection of a certain discursive pattern. If meta-narrative 
categories and their social imaginary arrange people's meaningful 
practice, then they also arrange the social relations these people enter 
into and produce the social context that will be, later, the object of 
meaningful grasping. Thus, discourse does not only make, in the terms 
outlined, a meaningful construction of society. It also makes an if!ective 
construction of society, as discourse is continually becoming embodied in 
social relations, institutions, and norms. This is what leads postsocial 
authors to conceive of society not as a rational (traditional history) or as 
an objective (social history) entity nor as a symbolic (new cultural 
history) one, but to conceive of society as a semiotic entity. 

The work of Richard Biernacki gives us an example of discursive con­
struction of social relations and of the semiotic character of these relations. 
Here the focus is on the relations of production.[33] Biernacki's 
inquiry shows that the relationships individuals enter into in production 
and the specific way in which production is organized do not obey a kind 
of logic inherent in the economic sphere or in production itself, but depend 
on the conceptual background prevailing in each case. This background 
operates as an independent historical variable that does not merely 
mediate in the interpretation of reality but takes an active part in shaping 
this reality and imposes its logic on it. According to Biernacki, a 
comparative study of the wool textile industry in Germany and Britain 
during the nineteenth century demonstrates that even though economic 
circumstances surrounding the development of this branch of the 
industry are similar in both countries, the relations between employers 
and employees and the organization of production vary, depending on 
differences in conceptual patterns, specifically on the concept of labor as 
a commodity each country holds. German employers and workers 
understood employment as timed appropriation of workers' labor 
power and disposition over the workers' labor activity, whereas British 
owners and workers saw employment as the appropriation of workers' 
materialized labor via its products. In the case of Germany, when 
employers and workers enacted the conveyance of la-
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bor as an abstract substance, they founded the transaction on the sale of 
the disposition over the workers' labor activity and on the appropriation 
of labor power. In contrast, in the British case, employers and workers en­
acted the principle that the capitalist employment relations rested on the 
appropriation of abstract labor as it was carried in tangible products. The 
essential point is that this difference in the definition of the concept of la­
bor structured the most fundamental aspects of industrial relations, in­
cluding methods of remuneration, definition of wages, calculation of out­
put and costs, disciplinary techniques, rights to employment, formulation 
of grievances, the design of factory buildings, and even the apperception 
of time and space. And thus, for example, whereas the British weavers 
were required to deliver products at a regular pace to their employers, but 
not necessarily their personal labor time, German weavers contracted for 
disposal over their personal labor time itself and had to show up in per­
son. In the same way, the piece rate scales in each country reflect this dif­
ference between the transfer of "embodied labor" (Britain) and the trans­
fer of the disposition over the labor activity (Germany). In the former 
case, payment is based on the inches of cloth produced, whereas in the lat­
ter case it is based on the number of shots executed. And that is why Ger­
man workers complained about the intensification of work in terms of 
thousands of shots executed, not in terms of inches of cloth delivered (as 
in Britain).[34] 

With the advent of postsocial history and its concept of social action, not 
only has the notion of social structure as an instance that bears intrinsic 
meanings entered into decline, but postsocial history has also triggered 
the crisis swirling around the notion of society as an autonomous entity 
located outside human action, generated and reproduced independently 
of any such action. In the materialist paradigm, society is conceived as 
possessing an internal mechanism of working and transformation, and 
therefore human action, since it is socially determined, appears as merely 
implementing or realizing such a mechanism. Social history admits, of 
course, that socioeconomic relations are constituted of meaningful ac­
tions, and not just of material ones. But on considering both as immediate 
expressions of social structure, it makes no ontological distinction be­
tween the two. New cultural history, on asserting the symbolic nature of 
meaningful actions, grants these a power to re-create social structure that 
was previously absent. [35] Nevertheless, given the symbolic (and, 
therefore, representational) nature of meaningful actions, new cultural 
historians continue to be constrained within structural limits and, in the 
last analysis, they end up reproducing the logic of the social structure 
itself. 

However, if the historical agents' subjectivity is not a representation, of 
whatever kind, of socioeconomic conditions but the result of the meaning­
ful articulation of them, then society does not generate or reproduce itself 
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through action. Instead, society is produced and reproduced by action itself. In 
other words, if social practice and the resulting social relations are the out­
come of a discursive mediation, then social conditions are not reproduced 
by themselves, but through discursive mediation itself. Which means that 
new social situations are not objectively implicit in the former ones but 
are engendered in the process of interaction of the former with a certain 
discursive pattern. It is in this way, for example, that a process of social 
change like the transition from feudalism to capitalism should be ex­
plained. This transition is not the effect of a structural contradiction that 
manifests itself and is resolved on the plane of political action, but this po­
litical action is born, instead, of the rearticulation of social conditions 
through a new pattern of meanings or social imaginary. Such a transition, 
then, did not come about because new socioeconomic conditions emerge, 
but as a consequence of the meanings with which these conditions were 
endowed through the categories of modem discourse. Beyond this artic­
ulation, there is no structural causal factor (hidden or underlying), but 
only an accumulation of social and material facts that are objects of mean­
ingful construction. Postsocial history avows the following: no social phe­
nomenon be it production or human rationality is outside of discur­
sive mediation or can operate as the final, unconditioned causal 
foundation of social relations and exchanges, and social relations includ­
ing their transformation over time originate in constant interaction be­
tween meta-narrative matrices and the other domains of society. Postso­
cial history thus replaces the former organic picture of society with a new, 
dynamically complex depiction. 



Conclusion 

ANew Agenda 
for Historical Studies 

If my analysis concerning the recent developments and current theoretical 
state of historical studies is actually accurate, then it would not seem too 
audacious to conclude that historical science is presently experiencing a 
new change of paradigm and not a merely thematic or methodological 
shift. And, if indeed such significant transformation has occurred, histori­
ans would want to consider adopting a different agenda for historical re­
search and would be encouraged, as well, to reexamine prior historical in­
terpretations, just as social historians did decades ago. Furthermore, if my 
survey of the path traveled by historical scholarship in the last few years is 
near the mark, postsocial history not only exists but also entails explicit dis­
continuity, a sharp break from previous kinds of history, and specifically so 
with respect to the immediately preceding kind new cultural history 
from which to a large extent postsocial history has emerged. Even though 
much background does lay in rethinking and making more flexible the con­
nection between-social reality and consciousness, fundamental matter for 
new cultural historians, postsocial history is not a mere continuation of the 
tendency to confer greater relative autonomy upon cultural sphere and hu­
man intentionality. Instead, postsocial history involves steady shedding of 
the dichotomous theoretical model and its constitutive terms. Finally, if 
postsocial history has done more than just rethink the form of the relation­
ship between social position and consciousness and has, as I claim, sub­
stantially redefined the very nature of such a relationship, then this makes 
postsocial history basically incompatible with new cultural history. 

Unlike the appraisal many scholars sustain, "linguistic turn" is not a 
continuation of "cultural turn."[l] Discursive history is not an extension 
or 
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radicalization of new cultural history, as such a radicalization relentlessly 
leads to restoration, whether partial or total, of human agency and inher­
ently implies eschewal, far from even slight endorsement, of linguistic 
mediation. Let me draw attention to what is, in my opinion, a highly il­
lustrative sample of the theoretical logic actually driving new cultural his­
torians (as well as of the iron tyranny of the dichotomous model) ex­
pressed in a recent piece by Sarah Maza. She begins by claiming cultural 
realm is not just mere epiphenomenon nor reflection of social conditions, 
but that the cultural sphere plays an active role in shaping social processes 
by providing historical actors with the symbolic devices through which 
they understand reality. Then, Maza goes on to equate cultural autonomy 
and human agency, given her assumption that any weakening of the so­
cial in historical explanation involves a strengthening of agents' freedom. 
She finally ends up conferring autonomy on ideas, converts the social into 
a subjectively imagined entity, and advocates fully restoring human 
agency. According to her, "restoring agency to actors in the past includes 
granting them the freedom to imagine and define the social world in 
which they lived." [2] In front of this, conciliation between the two kinds 
of history, making them compatible (or at least complementary), as 
some purport, defies the feasible. Assertions like that of Marc Steinberg 
that new cultural history and postsocial history "can be wedded," as 
well as his subsequent argumentation, seem to be founded on rather 
inaccurate understanding of the terms, depth, and implications of 
present-day theoretical shift in historical studies.[3] According to 
Steinberg, the autonomy new cultural historians (like E. P. Thompson) 
conferred on "culture, politics, and language" foreshadowed the new 
outlook on "the determinative force of discourse." There is, he argues, a 
homology to be observed when comparing the gap between social being 
and social consciousness and the gap between signifier and signified. In 
both cases, according to him, discourse mediates people's engagement 
with the social world, providing them with the foundations for human 
agency and the diachrony of social change.[4] Here, Steinberg seems to 
fall prey to a patent mistake, as he not only confuses cultural 
mediation with discursive mediation but also mixes up the notions of 
language on which each is found. For new cultural history, language 
continues to be a cultural entity and a means of expression, even if 
symbolic, of objective meanings. And therefore, the effect of its mediation 
can do no more than confer greater freedom of action to individuals vis-

-vis the structural coercion of social context. For postsocial history, in 
contrast, language is a specific historical entity whose mc:rliation 
generates both objectivity and subjectivity and arranges the relationship 
into which the two enter. 

For similar reasons, postsocial history should not be confused, as some­
times happens, with the explicit move toward a return to subjectivism 
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that so-called revisionism advances. As some historians emphasize, the 
new theory of society is not an inversion of the dichotomous objectivist 
model of social history, but one that entails a new theoretical scheme. As 
Joan Scott succinctly remarks, since the new type of history abandons any 
opposition between objective determination and its subjective effects, it 
cannot be considered the reverse of social history.[S] To put it in the 
words of John E. Toews: the ongoing theoretical shift in historical studies 
is indeed a question of abandoning both the "psychological and 
sociological theories that provided models for relating experience to 
meaning in terms of representation, cause or expression." That is, as he 
elucidates further, a question of adopting other theories that "recognize 
language in all its density and opacity as the place where meaning is 
constituted," namely, as a set of impersonal and anonymous procedures 
and rules which determines "what can be said and how it can be said" 
and which constructs, "in a very practical and active sense," the "world of 
objects and subjects, the world of 'experience."'[6] 

As a result of this recent theoretical shift, historians have been com­
pelled to increasingly embrace a new agenda for historical research. I 
have previously referred, time and again, to this issue but it is worth 
stressing one final time. For traditional history, given its subjectivist out­
look, the goal of historical inquiry is to reenact and comprehend the mo­
tives and intentions of agents and their intellectual universe and system 
of ideas, beliefs, and values in general, all of which are considered rational 
human creations. For social history, given its objectivist outlook, the con­
scious practice of agents is no more than an expression of social context, 
and therefore the aim of historical inquiry is to reenact such a context. It 
is obvious, however, that with the advent of postsocial history and its 
questioning of both intentional and structural explanation (as well as the 
new cultural combination of the two), historical inquiry must change its 
goals. Postsocial history brings into view convincing argumentation that 
people always experience their social world or enter into meaningful re­
lation with it through the active mediation of a discursive social imagi­
nary and the latter endows social reality with meaning, confers historical 
existence on interests and identities, and triggers, guides, and gives sense 
to meaningful actions. If this depiction is an essentially correct one and if, 
above all, as postsocial history upholds, discourse does, by projecting it­
self in practice, actively contribute to the making of social events, 
processes, relations, and institutions, then the prime objective of historical 
research must be to identifY, speciJY, and unravel the categorial system of 
meanings that operate in each case. This means, specifically, historical 
studies need to analyze the exact terms of discursive mediation between 
individuals and their social and material conditions of existence and to as­
sess the performative effects of that mediation on the making of practices 
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and social relations. This is what would enable us to explain the forms of 
consciousness and the modalities of action, to make historical processes and 
changes intelligible, and to explain the genesis and evolution of societies. 

Patrick Joyce provides an astute and pithy commentary on needed his­
torical focus: if the social world is at bottom a discursive construct, then it 
is only by looking at the principles of its construction that any headway 
will be made and this applies to both the history of the social and the 
theory of the social.[7] Which, in turn, implies, as I have already 
indicated, that any explanation of social actions and events requires a 
thorough analysis of the process of historical formation of concepts 
themselves. Only this kind of analysis, argues Joan Scott, enables us to 
satisfactorily respond to essential questions like the following ones: 
"How have categories of representation and analysis such as class, 
race, gender, relations of production, biology, identity, subjectivity, 
agency, experience, even culture achieved their foundational status? 
What have been the effects of their articulations? What does it mean for 
historians to study the past in terms of these categories and for 
individuals to think of themselves in these terms?"[8] 

The arrival of this new analytical imperative is what explains why, in 
recent times, language has become more and more the point of entry or 
starting position when embarking upon historical inquiry today. As 
Richard Biernacki shrewdly notes, historians are inclined to concentrate 
increasingly on the implicit schemes organizing practice, instead of on 
representations oj or for, practice.[9] Without crucial, requisite attention 
to language and its performative role in making both meanings and 
social relations, the imposition of oversimplified models on the study of 
society would persist and continue to perpetuate conventional 
understandings and close the door shut against the promising 
possibilities of new explanatory probes.[lO] 
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