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10 Postmmodermnisima and identity
conditions for discourses

Jotte I3, Paves

Postimodcernist thinking rcprescnts a collcctionn o©of critical peorspectives on
modernist thoupght that ogether shiare the view that the modernist gpivleree o
mnilfiedd, certain knowlaedge is neither realizable nor cohaerent. One way in which
this is oftenn expressed is inn the form of a critique of essentialism, .or the idea that
such classical cpistcmological notions as true, real, correct, logically mecessary,
and the like are required foundations for scicncce and undcerstanding. Many post-
moadaernists douly that these nottons are ultirmauely viable, and argue udrat diey
rather fuunocudon in an aulthoritarizn and dogmatic manner WO supprress cdiscoarses
subversive of modern bureaucratic rationality. Essenrtialismm, it is further armgued,
mistakcntlty mmakcs our intcllectual idcal that of a complcte and systematic
representation of the world. But intellectual actvity on any candid reading, post-
miodernists insist, reflfects undeccidability, disordoarn, and ndoterminacy on the ona
hand, and overdetermination and rivalry on the othern That is, we arce botilh
unable to cver recally setide most things in life, and also unabile to really narrow
the range of competing discourses on virtually any given: subject mmatten

1 think this caotiquc valnable and mmsighoful in many respects. Tt has been well
developed by @ variely of conwilbators across many conlempuxoeary disciplines, !
and is persuasive in a variety of ways to an increasing number of thinkers,
including many trained in and still largely sympathetic to modernist tenets. In
this chapter I arm chicfly interested in the future orajectory of postmodermasmm,
cspecially as the elforts ol its proponents arc dceccrcasingly divectecd toward the
critigue of modernisim — wiAth the success and growing acceplance ol (hat
critique — and rmore alimeed al explanations o bow  discourses funclion o
generate new thought. Surely ome of the key perspectives postmodernism offers
is thc idca that thought is continuously dynamic and open ended rather than
always converging toward a single set of static truths, the modernist ideal. is it
thhen oo rmaclhy o ask (or further analysis of this dynamical process and for
discussion of what this “un-systermn® inwolves? Somne postmodersaists miglit say
that it 1s indeed too much, that we can only record moments of undecidability,
disorder, and imdeterminacy;, and that cpistcrmological mihilisrm is an incvitablc
and cven heoalthy mindsct.

I rejece dais view [oxr two measans, one Theoretical and one prracrical. Firse,
theoretically speaking, it seems that the topic of competingg and incormmensurate




156 John B. Dasis

discourses, whether at a point in time ar across ting, is a suhject which we can
coberently investigate in analyzing how people disagree with one anotler. Thig
topic is the chief therc of this chapter. Second, pracficilly speaking, it seems
iznperalive [rom a progeessive political point of view that postmodernists learn
how Lo defeud openness, pluralism, and wlerance in- discourse against reac-
tionary forms of modernism. Doimg this, however, involves both showing clearly
and reasonably persuasively bow mndernism can be morally and politically
unhealthy for socicty, and also showmg that there exists a handfil of “essentials”
underlymg the non-anarchic play of competing discourses that explain how a
postmadern world is Livable. This wpic Js a secondary theme of this chapter
touched upon in the last section belaw:

My position might then be best put as bolding that nibilism — or the view that
we can only record moments of undecidability, disorder, and indelerminacy — is
misgnided, but that what might. alternatively be termed principled relativism — as
will be set forth here — is meaningful and desirable. In what follows 1 try to inves-
tigatc conditions that might fulfill and characterize a principled relativism, and
then turn to louk critically al postnodergist whilism. In the first section, a
dilernma is first posed for postrnodernist discourse analysis that T suggest derives
from its past path of development as a set of ideas critical of modernism. In the
second section, one means of addressing this dilemma is sct out m terms of a
discussion of what I term identity conditions for discourses. In the third section,
I tirn to wmarket exchange models used to ehicidate interaction between
discourses to give a specifically economic application of the idea of identity
conditions for discourses, and then reexamine the original dilemma and its
suggested solution frurn (Lis new vantage pomt. In the (il section, 1 bricfly
address the secondary theme of the chapter, avgue in favor of principled rela-
tivism and against nihilism, and make a number of conchiding remarks ahout
pulitical echical issues that postmodertiser aises against moderitsm,

A postmodernist non-communication dilemma

In the vollection of papers from the 1994 conference “Pluralism m Hconomics:
Theory, History and Methodology™ (Salanti and Screpanti 1996) in Bergarmo,
Ttaly, Warren Samnels argues — corrcctly in my view — that alternative economic
methodologies each possess their “own internal imitation and there is no single,
unequivocal, conclusive mela-principle” npon which we can rely to choose
among thase methodologies {Sarnuels 1996: 67). That economic methodologists
have in the past sought some “single, unequivocal, conclusive meta-principle”
may be duc to a mistaken view of what the application of philosaphical concepls
Lo economiics can accomplish. A modernist view of the matter would have it that
philnsophical ideas can provide firm, nuproblematic foundations for economic
ones, and that philosophical ideas anee grasped are relatively uncontroversial
and convincing. A postnodernist view of the matter might have it that phio-
sophical ideas are eomplex and problematical, and that their use is betler seen as
shorthand relerence to entire pbilosophical theories, each of which possess
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streugths and weaknesses relalive Lo competing theories and Ui philosophical
ideas that summacize thern. Given thal philosophical debate appears 10 have
all the characlerisics of an undecidable exchauge, it seems thar Samuels is
correct In inferring that prescriptivist economic mcthodologics in the
Poppcerian—TLakalosian traditon are misguided in searching for “the principies of
kuowledge avrqoisinon which permit aceorate identification, description and
explanavion of the subject” (p. 68).

A second, stronger claim Sammuels makes 1s that “therc is a fundamental,
tautological relationship between the assumed principles of knowledge acquisi-
ton and the knowledge which 1s produced” (p. 68). Perhaps “tautological” is oo
strong 2 term here, bt it voust at least he close to the scuse of Samuels’ position,
which 3s also cxpressed in terms of an idca widely accepted among postmod-
ernists that one cannot “slep out™ of ene’s own discourse; Uil 1s, there 1s
something inherently contradictory about the idea that one might be detached
from the way one sees things. 1 think that there is a dilemuna here that results
[ro1u conjuining this second proposidon thal knowledge is somehow Ged to its
eonditions of production (o the proposition iu the previous paragraph that Gere
are 1o wiequivoral meta-discourses. This may seerm odd, since on first glance
the two propositions scem fo be mutually supporting. Let me then expand upon
and reconstruct Samuels’ case m an attompt *o bring out what I belicve to be the
dilerruna i question. In his view:

1 knowledge is tied to its conditions of producton; and
2 there arc many distinct discourses on any given subject (because the condi-
tions of knowledge production are diverse).

From ttus it follows that:

3 there :n be nooamigne e ts-disconmse on “ny subject,

But Jrom this onc might also plansibly infer that:

4 different discowses and their producers are non-conumunicating,

This conclusion, however, surely poses a dilemma for postmoderiism and its
critiqus of modernmism. On the one hund, i diferent discourses and their
producers ave non-communicaling, then no one is in a pasiion to confidently say
thal there is no single meta-discourse — and thus argue that the project of
modernism is misconceived. In effect, undecidability across dilfcrent discourses
undermines defense of the (shared) claim that there is no single meta-discourse.
On the other Tand, il postmodernists apree that the madernist project is miseon-
ceived, then explicitly shared graund does seem fo exist hetween discourses after
all. "Uhis both raises doubts about the postmodernist erilique of cssentialist
moderwism, and suggests that knowledge production may not be that closely ticd
to its conditions of production.
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T thirk this dilemina more difficult to discharge than many postnoduriists
ought suppasc. In a sense, it 1s one member of the class of the ancient ane-and-
the-many or wniry-and-plurality paradoxes that first received especially clear
expression in conneclion with Plaio’s theory of forms. Plato’s problem was how
stances of things dissimilar and yet related to one another eaeh fell under some
universal category representing their shared quality. Here in its contemporary
form the problem is manifested i the dual demaud that discourses be dissimilar
in nature, yet also share 2 common, motivating mement {that there 18 no meta-
discourte subsuming them, the project of essennialist modernism). The plucality
side of there being diverse discourses is self-eviden, but perhaps it scams odd to
say that different discourses must share a unity in somcthing’s non-cxistence or
in the absence of a merta-discourse. To say, however, thal differcstt discourses are
pach dissocialed from s e essentialist Janguage is to muke one Unpurianl
Jaim aboul e origing and natore of cach, It is to say that each posscsses a
specificity or pareularity that derives from their like resistance to tanslation
o vne geoeral language or logic. Bot then it i3 one general language that
defines them all] if ouly i o oegative scose. ‘Lhe dilemma at hand, then,
concerns the implications of emphasizing either the plurality or the unity sides of
posomodernism's combnung a defense of diversity and a muma) disraneing from
modernist casentialism.

Of course all dilernmas are dispellabie to the extent that one it willing to
embrarce the consequences of taking one horn or the other of the diloyuwa. For
postmodernists, | suggest, the process of future adjustment will require becoming
clearer about the idea that discourses appear non-communicating. Saying tlial
diffevent discourses are nab hacked by a common mcla-discourse roakes
discourses out (v be non-commuiicaling in only onc speeific sensc. Are there,
then, other {forms of finkage or communication between discourses compatible
with this? And might these other forms of hnkage or commmunication preserve
both the specificity of different discourses in terins ol Uwir scparate conditions
of producton and yet still support a critique of essentialist modernism? Samuels
wonld allow that chere are indeed forms of commumicatiun between discuurses
other than just the shared rejeeton of 2 single meta-discourse, since be does not
embrace the conclusion of the reconstructed argument above that radical non-
communicarion is a necessary implication of discourses having diverse
conditions of production. [nn saying how else discourscs communicate, then, we
might attempt to cesolve the dilemma above by showing thar therc are linkages
hetween distinar disconrses that do not Imply essentialist categories.

Noate that au alternative resoludon of the dilerruma here would be sunply to
embracc non-communication in a radical fashion, therchy giving up the search
for a forrn of communicalion between discourses and also a shared critique of
randernist mem-disconrse. Tn eflect, modaniam would be defeated simply by the
pracice of mdividuals always opcrating in terms of self-contained discourses,
rather chau by argument. This wihilist solution, however, seems an undesirable
way of dispelling the dilemma facing postmarermism, chicfly hecause an articu-
late critique of modernist essentialism 3s presumably important to the defense of

Foskmodernism and wentity conditions 159

diversity. But before developing this conclusion in the last section below, attention
ought hrst be given in how it might be thaught that the dileroma set forth above
has come about historically with ihe emergence of postmodernisom,

My thesis here is that the dilemma facing postmodernism has 1ts oxiging in the
way in which postmedernism historically developed as a critique of modernism.
Suppose — (o tell a slighdy apucryphal story = that scholars struggled for many
years with the classic, modernist correspondence problem regarding how our
representations of the world relate (o the world. These scholars' difficulty 1or
many vears was that they believed there to be one underlying reality, thaugh they
found themselves committed to competiog and often incommensurate ways of
representing that reality Finally after many years of frustralion and fruitless
debate over whaose vepresentation of reality was carvect, same scholurs asserted
that the idea of” a single, independent undeuving reality must itself be contradic-
tory, because — reasonably enongh — the idea of a single realicy js itself a
disenrsive itens, aml all discursive iteins pussess nudiiple senses, There only exisr
— these posurvdernists tieu argued — different discourses,-or. different modes of
representanon. But now the dilemma emerges. That it was originally thought
that there exast geninely distmet, alternative discourses depended on e idea
that, were there a single, unique underlying reality, then there bad to be a single.
unique mode of representation of that reality. That is, the idea of the distinct-
ness of a discoutrse was ronled in die ided of its possible uniqueness us the anly
correct representation of a single reality. Yet i we now say that no swgle, uuder-
lying reality exists, then the past hasis {or saying that disconrses arc genuinely
distinet szl diffirent from ane anorher has heen removed. Moreover, unless new
criteria loe explainang tie idea of distincuesy and diference are developed, it
cannot be ruled out that discourses are more alike than different from onc
anvtier — 2 development which might ironically then cncourage neamodernisis
Lo argue that “different” discourses tend to, say, “converpe” on the “corrcct”
representation of a single, underlying reality.2

On this view, much current postmodermigim preserves, if in a sl or irmplici
manncy, an important presupposition of modernism in that postmorlersym's
concept of' dilference as uniqueness is an inadvertent inhentance frorm
modernisen. Thigneness, it seemns fair 1o sy, s an esseptialist notion in that it
depends on the idea of a single correspundence 10 a single reality. To say some-
thing is unique involves making a complete and comprehensive survey of the
world, in order (o say that one and ane thing only occupies a certain place in
thut world. But postmodernists need not explain difference in terms of the idea
of urdqueness. There are other ways of explaining the concept of differenee that
postmadermism might adopt — ways which we waulkl hope would inake speaking
about difference compathlc with jomdy darying a smgle meta-discanrse exisls,
sustain the eritique of rodernism, and ¢hus scrve to dispel the dilemma above.
Whar this suggests is thar for pastmodernist thinking to be successfill it needs to
he elaborared independently of thal critique of inoderusn Asat specilically treats
discourses as sei-contained and non-eommunicatng. What is rather needed,
yoore specifically, 18 an account of discourses’ relative autonomy frormn one
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another, smee an accoumt of this sort would presumably make a discourse's
distinelisess @ function of its laleral justaposition to other discourses, sather than
a funcrion of its possession of the esentialist property of uniqueness. I pow fwm
(o how such an account might he alterupred.

Identity conditions for discoursces

Il essentialist reasoning tries 1o explain representation in terms of corregpon-
dence to sommcthing beyoned mpresesialivn, sot-essentalist reasoming soives 10
remain within the ambit of rcpresentation, that is, it strives o account for
distinei forms of representativg in terme of the whole of representation or in a
hol=tie manner. This imvolves explaining the relative autonomy of diffcren;
dizcourses by referenee to the principles that account for the boundaries hetween
discourscs, where focusing on the dividing Fnes hetween different diseourses
makes theic distinctness a function ol their relation to one another, Holistic
reasoning, that is, operdies io terms of concrews wholes whose parts are. from the
outset the {mternal) determoinatons of those wholes, A concept of dilferenec
devcloped along these Tues duey not wade in the concept af niegeness, sioce
the whole’s parts - here different discoursss  are dilfercne from one another as
related paris of wne whale = or of discourse genevally, Diflerence is understood
inmancndy, as it were, rather than absolutcly,

How specifically, then, should the boundarics between discourses be concep-
tualized? When we speak of boundaries betweesn tlings we sujguie: we are
simultaneousty concerned with those boundarics and the distingt and identifiable
Uik Uiewe howndarics permit us o distinguish. Further, to say that one has
some distinct and identfable iem 8 w say et ome could daborate idendry
eonditions for that stem which womld allow us 1o distinguish and reidentify that
(hing in u vuriety of semtings and through change in the way we lalk sbout thag.
lclentity conditions, that i, are criteria used lor singling our, identifving, and rela-
beling thitgs we want 0 pay special slicolion o, and reflect the implicit
ontologies of the language we cmploy To say that there are identity conditons
for discourses, then, is w say Uit there are eviteria for singling out, identifying,
and relabcling diffcrent discourses. The business of doing this, morcover, bolh
egtablishes the boundaries befween discourses and determines the relative
autonomy or identity that dillfereni discourses raay be said to possess,

Of course rymg to say what makes one discourse distinct from another i o
herculean task, since, in cintrast to tangible things such as a rahle whose vigual
ontline and tactile qualities offer us obvious startmyr points, dwscourses are
changing rollections of lavdy elusive connepal moves and practices that
may well scem to lack any apparent identity whatsocver® Noocthelass, 1anggest
that the reladive auwnomy or identty of discourses be understood in erms of
the funchional roles played by wo different types of concepts operaling W any
given discourss, where these two types of concepis are dutinguished according to
the contributions they make to a discowse’s unily am] Jisinctnes respretively.
Firnt, every discourie possesses concepte and notious which we may agres are

i W e o
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veniral v or consomutive of that discourse. Like core conecpts in Lakatneian
research programs, these concepts and notions may be thought key to that
aiscnrse's unity wyan isleniilinble discourse i the sease of being unigue ool
discourvse. Second, every discourse also possesses concepts and notions which,
ey mol constitutive of it wniry or specific to that discourse, nonetheless play
e role in thet discourse. Unlike in the Lakatosian concepuon, these latter, non-
vongliintive eancepts may be regarded a8 boundary-markers, snce they are hoth
lownd w other disuourses wod yetl still play a role in the discourse under consider-
ation, As opposed to explaning the unity of a discourse, these lathr concepts
iy b understood as means by which we csmblish the distusctnes of a given
discourse, In effect, they cnable us to pick out jus where the dscourse In gues-
tion cores info contact with other discourses.

Bulh kinds of concepts, then, are necemary to cxplaining the rclative
amanomy or identity of a discourse in terms of its unity and distnctiveness from
other discourses. An cxample may help clanly this concoption. ITn post-Keynesin
discourse the noson of mue uncertunty is regarded 25 a constitutive element in
cquibniuny memployment arpument. In neoclassical-synthess  Keyirsdan
dizcourse the noticn of rigid wages is regarded as a constitutive clement in equi-
Tibrium unemployment argumentx. Each coorept, then, contribntes o the vnity of
these two Boynesian discowrses. In conurast, the concept ol an unemployienl
equilibrium, though it i« employed in both post-Keynesian and neoclasical-
symthesis Keynesian discowse, i comstilutive of the uiily of neither argument.
As a coneept, it thus contributes to our picking out Lbe bounduwry butween the
tan forms of argument. Tn elleet, e dilerential appeopristion o the two
discourses tells us where the bwo ducounics both come into contact and yet
remann diahncl

Some, porhaps, will think this conceprion of a discourse with two dafflerent
types of concepts cumbersome and unnecessary 1o cxplaining the relatve
atonomy ur kdentity of discourses. Why pot siply explain what makes
discourses distinet and dillerent in erms ol their conetitufive notiong alone? The
prnalalesn withh prewseeding n this manmner is that it leaves us with postrmodernisn's
apples and oranges, nen-communication problem. I o discourse’s constmutive
comcepts are specilic (o that discourse alone, then in anending enlely in them we
lack o way of reatng discourses to one another. Howewer, in differcntiating
between u single discourse’s constirutive and non-constitutive concepls we put
ourselves in o position to cxplain that diseowrsc’s identity specifically as a relative
autonomy, or as an autonomy relative to other discourses. ‘Lhe key to this
coucepdon, it should now be apparent, is in being able 10 say Uvad Tinh s of
cONCEp® must opcralc in any given discourse. Mot Just a discourse’s constlutive
concepls, but also its associated penumbra of non-ronstinitive coneeprs must he
scen as neccssary to the understanding of that decourse.

(0 oonrse, saying that non-constimire concepls are as necessary to 8
discowrsc as are s conmlimtive courcply sikk edhl, baat this s oan enrrely
reasonable view to adopt it discourse is undersiood holistically. Then, though
eomatimtive. eancepts are specifie o individeal discourses, they sill peed w be
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understvud as operating in coujuncior: with a further apparatus of concepts that
are not specific to that discourse. Holistc reasoning generally operates with
complex wholes which may not be disasscrabled without destroying tre whole,
and which also accommodate differeny. funcrions for different elernents in chose
wholes. Here it is suggested that constitutive notions account for discursive umity
and non~coustilulive noLlons point to digcursive boundancs that together explain
the relative antonormy or identity of discourses.

Docs this conception, then, help us address the non<communication dilemma
advanced above? The follawiug scction allempls 10 answer this question in 2
posittve way by considering a rather diflerent set of grounds for operating in
rerms of the approach outlined. 1t has been suggested, for exurmple by Deirdre
McCloskey (1994), that discoarses and (hose: wha use them communicate much
in the way that economic actors intcract in markets, and conscquently that we
can develop an understanding of discursive intevaction or how diseonmes
conuniniicate in terms of a model of market exchange. We thus torn to the
market exchange model of discursive interaction in an cffort to determine what
more we might lcarn about comsmunication from this perspective.

Market exchange and discursive interaction

Markets typically invnlve decenitalized exchaoge between economic agenls
speaalized n different types of praduation within an overall division of labor.
Neoizlagsical economic theory generally gives the idea of exchange a decidedly
modernist iterpretation by represcnting cconoimic agents as atornistic individ-
uals, eacl with Uieir owm weli-defined endowments and axiomalically describsed
preferences, whose exchange with one another generates gains from trade for
cach, as U tsruugh (he mechanisey of an wvigible hand. Taking this as o wodel
for the lateracion of different discowrses, a neoclassicist might then say that
thongh mdividual discourse producers eaeh have their own lingustc cndow-
ments and couccptual preferences, their discursive trade und mteracton with
one another reflects an underlying logic or meta-discourse that to neoclassical
economizts works much like how universal constrained optinuzaton vesults in a
general cquilibrium between independent producers. fust as, that i seemingly
very different economic agents’ trade with one another reflects one, underlying
meta-discourse of ade that may be caplured in sets of equations whose joint
solution can be proven [o exast, so that discourses and their producers generally,
an the tradifonal neoclassical model of market cxchange, preswnably share a
comnon weta-linguage or decp grammar that makes coruuunicaton possible.
There: are ways, however, to represent marker exchange as a madel for discur-
sive interacdon that bypass the modernist features of the neoclassical accom.
Distinguishing  between Methodology and methodolagy as dees MeCloskey
(1994}, we ynight say that discursive trade and interachon are not gnided hy an
underlving logic or wclu~liscourse hut ruther by multiple, cvolving norms of
conversatian, “There s ... na Methodology of economies ... only sustained
verbal and written interaetion which defics abstract characterizaton, becausc it

e
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is inherent in the unsvoidably concrele reJationsbips obtaining between
economigs” (Davis 1990: 83). One reason to think this is that there is growing
cvidence that economic agents are nat appropriately all modeled ns individual,
comstrained optunizers each operating within z groeral equilibomm. Thus
psychologists have argued that human decisinn making ofien rloes rot sabsfy the
axiomatic requirements of neoclassical theory (cf. Thaler (992), clucists have
argued that individuals in markets often act from non-self-regarding, non-otility-
enhancing, alauistic motives e.g, Sen 1987), ferninists have argued that power
and patniarchy socially determine the actions of woracn and men {Jerber and
Nelsan 1993 and a range of heterodox economists see class, corporate pawer,
culture, social values, and a variety of other explanations of behavior as being
centrally wivolved in marketls. None of these types of explanatons are ncatly
suited to producing » modernst determinaey in the analyns of exchange ia
markets. "1'his strongly suggesis that there are good reasuns 16 belicve thal market
participants do nol share v a single higher logic i helr respective interactions
with one another, and that we accordingly ought to attend.more carcfully to
different and changing forms of hchavior in market activity. But if this is the
case, then modeling discursive mteraction as market exchange in terms of a
formal symmetry of behaviors explicable in terms of a single mathematics is
entbely misguided Rather, we should seek tv explain the changing and often
incompatible means by which very different discursive agents negohate
cxchanges withh one anothier without supposiog thal o dewrminate formal appa-
tatus liex behind he canarete phenornenz,

Before considering how to go abant this, bawever, we should note one very
tangible advantage to wsing concepts of markct exchange to model discursive
interacgdon. Saying that individnals and discourses mteract with one another
much in the way that market participants cngage in owchange implies that
somehow discourses do succeed in comnmnicating despite their origing in very
different conditione of production. Indeed, this conclusion is only reinfirced
should we agree that, contrary to much tradiional thinking in ncoclassical
economics, there is no single meta-logic underlying real-world market exchange.
Then the fact that exchange does occur tells us that economic agents’ particu-
larity is compatible with theu discursive interacion. The taxk that cornfronts us,
then, s to explain just how discursive particularity s compagble with discursive
mtcraction understood as a kind of trade, An example applying the discourse
analysis developed in the last section 18 suggestive.

Consider household exchange batwren women and men in abusive domestic
violence refationships wherc trade i treated as a {or of diseursive Tnteraction.
On the view above, constitutive and non-constitutive concepts characrerize the
respectve discourses of women and men. How may we understand domestc
violence in marmiages involving production speciabizaton and cxchange in terrns
of these two kinds of concepts? Farmer and Tiefenthaler (1997) explain
domestic violence m non-cooperative relationships where men derive utility from
violenee agaiusl wornen, and women derive udlity from rea) meome received in
exchangc. While the Farmer—1iefenthaler analysis explains the behavior of both
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women and men formally in terms of 2 single mathematics of coustrained
oplirnication, we may depart from and reinterpret their wtility analysis to diller-
entiate two distinct discourses in the dillerent arguments of women and men’s
respective utility functions. Only men, not women, derive utility from violouce
perpetrated agansst women. Thus we miay wy that constitubive of the discourse
ol men cngaged in spousal abuse is u set of concepls that G self-esteera to
spousal abuse In contrast, wormen may be said to naderstand their status ag a
produet of patriandy. The cancept of patriarchy is constitutive of their
discourse. I'hus though forrally cach may be said tn have ntility functions, a
more concrete analysis of their preferences gives us a basis fur suying that they
cach poserss a vore of specific voncepts that make their discourses highly incom-
mensurate with one another.

At the same time, however, therc arc non-constilutive concepts in the
discourse of cach which are specific to neither discourse, bul which work
together with cach one’s constitutive concepts. Ilere we may cefer lo concepls
which cach possesses that concern such things as the valuc of family and home,
the Importauce of jome income, eultural expectations about marred life, desire
for companionship, and so on* As nun-constitutive, (his latier set of concepts
operates ditlerently for women and men according to how they respectively inte-
grate them logetier with (hose concepts constitutive of their two cespecave
discourses. Thus womea wuy understand the saceifices © abuse they rauke
personally for family and children as part and pwcel of living in a patriarctedl
sociely. Altermatively, abusive and violent men may see family and children a3
further aspects of their own sell-magnification. Each consequently shares a ser of
{non-constitutive) concepts, but those conecpts function differently for cach in
two distinel thsenmrses. Thus their twn discourses are relafively autonomous and
rdenthable by having hoth a distinet core of concepts and hy sharng conerpis
that mark out che points ol concact or boundarics with nne another.

The Farroer—Tiefenthaler analysis also explains the breakdown of abusive
rclationshipy and the tertaination of exchange hetween the women and men
involved in them in terms of a threshold or tireal puint at which womien cease to
accepl the marriage’s combination ol real-income (ransfers and spousal abuse.
I our framework, the respective disconrses of worsen and men cease o commu-
nicate. We wmight say, using the Farme—Tiefenthaler conpliosis nn women’s
shefrers aad support necworks as a. form of real income, that in these circum-
stances wamen’s discourse drops thuse non<onsintive concepts shared with
men regardiag family and home, aad adds new non-consfintive coneepts shared
wils uther abuse victims regarding pexsonal security and non-patriarchal family
Kfe. On il assumption (iat core, constitutive concepts stll help locate different
diseourses speatic to different groups of women in sheller and suppmt networks,
sy, concepts regarding class, education, aad social advantages, then discorsive
aleracton weeinrrges when different women’s discourses differendy integrate
their respccive core, constitutive concepls with their shaced, non-constitutive
concepts, which mark out points of contact and boundarics between relatively
autonomous iseourses within shelicr and support networks.
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Using 4 market maodel of discourse, then, discursive interactonw, like economic
exchange, is periodic, interrupted, and shifting. Indeed, we mauy {urther compli-
cate. the picture above in two ways. First, on a posanodern siew of discourse as a
form of exchange, discursive parties presumably trade at taany siws, in (he
process simultancoualy reconslituting themselves in a variety of ways as they
inlegrate mnlliple sets of shared, non-consitutive concepts with (heir constutve
ey Sceond, pothing Ut (he analysis here requires that core-consttutive
conccpts be unchanging. ‘lo the cxtent that we are succcssful in characterizing
coucepts specific 16 a discourse, cosslitutive conceprs possese a degree of
slabilily. But clearly un Uie exchange modcl of discursive intcraction the abun-
dance of contacts between discourses argucs for change in corc, consttutive
concepls. Of course disconrses also die anel ure: hirn, Withonl, allempling (o say
hew changing interacon between discuunses o terms of  non-constitulive
concepts impacts ou core concepts, we may simply say that the continual resitng
of diremrsive interaction contributes o the elimination, ceeation, and transfor-
1ation of discourses. -

Thus there is considcrable mmdecidability and indeterminacy in the frame-
wurk developed bere to explain the reladve antonamy and identity of discourses.
Yer this wndlecidability and indetermniacy neither overturns that framcwork, nor
leaves us with the non-communication dilermrma sct out above. Discourses do
communicate with one another without recowse W « siugle sieta-discunrse (as
mdividuals may mteract tn markets without a upoclaxsteal formalism), and v
discourscs may still be understood in terms of their disdnet conditions of
production. Does this framework, then, offer solid grounds for sustaming the
poxtmndern eriticue of essenrialism? The answer to dus Question can pecliaps
best be given by comparing nihilism and relativism,

Nihilismn, relativism, and the politics of
postmodernism

Whar is nihilism? In their recent discussion of Keynes, Jack Ancarglio sod David
Raccio (1995} tuke Keynes® latc cmphasis on animal spirrs and uncertainty as an
impenetrable barrier to calculative rationality, and thus as an important post-
madern element in Keynes® thinking that helped mtroduce indeterminacy and
wudecidubility Lrto contetuporary economue discourse. They scc this as part of
“a progressive slide mto nihilism™ on Keynes® part, but argue thar Keynes should
be praised rather thao condemued for it.3 Generally, then, nihilisen for Amariglio
and Rucco and many postmodernists js the view that discourse is always incom-
plete, fragmenied, and laden with indeterminacy Embracing nihilism thus
means rejeeting the modernist practice of Iierarchically privileging order over
dispder, and recogmizing that attempts to “domesticate” uncertaialy are ulumately
doomed to [ad (also cf. Arpariglio and Ruccio 1994),

This view would seem to imply that the discwrsive world cannot be made wp
of dillercny, relatively sell-contaimed discourses, since to suppose this would be to
posit some dcgree of order over the disorder. While Amariglio and Ruccio, as
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well as other postmodernists who have written on nihilism, arc more disposed
wward the ides of dislog between distinet, reladvely self-contained discourses
than the characterization of nihilism here would seem to suggest (cf. Amarigho,
Resnick, and WollT 1990; Rucciv 1991}, it is nonetheless insouctive to consider
the consequences ot nihilism for the dilemma set forth in this chapter. Thug,
were uncerlainty and undecidability pervasive, it would follow thal comrmunica-
tion and shared nnderstanding between different postmodernist discourses
would not ebtain. In the thinking developed above, il would not make seuse
say that these discourses shared a set of pon-constititive concepts pertaining to a
shared criique of modoeuism, In offtet, an a wihilist view diversily swarnps
common ground. But this jars with the evident common ground postmodermst
discourscs share against modernisol.

There js a related consequence of embracing pervagive indeterminacy and
undecidability. I disorder always conquers order; so that one can never hope
“domestcate” spheres of discanrse, then ditference dominates coberence ahso-
lutely. Radical uncertainty understood in this way. then, iiverts the completeness
and finality sought in modernist rationality, since it still claims that there 5 ong,
smgle reality (characterized now in terms of universal {ragmentation and
omnipresent disorder), and stdll proposes to work in tevms of a single langoage
(that of indeterminacy and wmdecidabifity). Nihilism, as acgucd above 1y connce-
Gon with the hustorical origins of the concept of dillemner W postmodernism,
sumply works in terms of an alternative sct o absoluws. In citeet, it opposes core
concepts of indeterminarcy and disorder to mndernism’s cors conceplts of deter-
minacy and ordec, but sharcs non-constimutive, boundary concepts of a single
language and a single reality. Postmodernism understood in these lerms is a form
of discursive wtecaction with modcrnism, rather than an intcenally different-
ated whole of posmmodernist voices relatvely autonamous chiefly in rexpect to
one another.

T think the latter form of postmodernism — that is, one that diferenliales post-
modernist voices relative to one another rather than relative to modermisim — is
the prelerred oue, And o place of nihilism, I also recomumend postnioderaists
adopt what was earlier labeled a principled relativism. On this conception partic-
ular discourses posscss lemporary and relative stability that cnables their
comparative investigation, though nathing m this suggests they can be arranged
in wny land of hierarchical order. Whar can instead be achicved 5 a ceoss-
discourse type of mvestigation that builds an account of differences hetween
discourses in lerms of thedr differentia) appropriadon (Wia their respective consti-
tutive concepts) ol shared non-copstitutive concepts. Generally then,
commuwiication s relative Lo the discourse in which one operates, just as Samuels
argned. Bur our ability to explain the relative character of discourse turns on the
principles involved in reading across discourses  bere tied up with the treatment
of constitutive and non-constitutve concepts. Thus a prncipled relativism offers
postmodcrnism a means of preserving an emphasis on undecidabiity and inde-
terminacy while also imsuring a form of comrnunication bewween different
postmodernist approaches.
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Nihilism, in contrast, suffers at least two mportant vulnerabilities as 3 post-
modcrust approach. In the first place, discursive cxchange and wnteraction
chiefly with modernisin is unlikely 10 serve ax an eflectivie eringue of moderoism,
since — on the model of discursive interaction adopted here — the core concepts
specific to modesnisn are nol yoticeably at rish wheo nibilisin and rodernism
discursively interact over shared commitment to a single (though diflerent tor
cdch) language and reality No doubt convinced moderiists, perhaps neotuod-
ernists, will say that gaps, discrcpancics, undccidable moments, and so on are

just a part of an inexorable progress voward knowledge. Tn the secand place,

focusing on the relationship between postmodernism and modernism Aetracts
from attention to multiple interactions among nltiple discowses. Bul allctlion
to the Jatter is not only important for understanding the dynantics of discourses
— what might be thought the positive project in posornodernism — bul alse for
simply deroonstrating that there exists no single, meta-discourse.

This last point is a valuablc onc to conclude upon. One dimengion of post-
modernism that especially deserves erpphasis 18 the form -af i political
progressivencess. While historically Enlightenment modemism was politically
progressive in defending Tights of individuals against theocrate power, today
postmodernism is poliically progressive in defending rolerance and openncss
againgt modern bureaucranc ratopality Indeed, the defense of diversity and
pluralism appears to be the chief proctcal consequence of postmodernist
discowrse. That program, in i many aspects and dimensions, seems well served
by exhibidion and analysis of the variety of forms of discourse and their modes
of discussive interaction. The argument in this chapter attemapts to map ont
sorne of this dynamic.
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Notes

) For economics, in particular, see the collection ol papers in Samuels (1990;.

2 Hausmar's (199%) treatment of ecopornics a5 an inexact science might be understood
in these rus.

3 Tils worth pointing out thal there are maby ilemis just as aworphuus @ discourses i
regard 10 idepury that we custamarily ueat av distiner and seidentifiable. Frosn the
social world, for example, there are one’s woral ohligadons, a certain group's eawploy-
ment prospedts, the legal rights w0 those accmsed of crimes, polidcal platdorms,
custurns, and so on, seemingly in a lisc almost without lmit. Indeed, most of rhe
“Lhings” we art uterested in social life bave rather intractable identity condinons.
That we nonetheless deal with them regularly as distinct and reidentiGable Implics we
have coherent means of doing so.

4 Naote that all these iterns may he framed in utiliry terms.

5 Coddiagtaa (1982) initiated the aibilism eritique of Keynes and Shackle, but spake of
it pejoratvely.
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