Postmodernism

Philosophers sometimes use the term naive realism to describe the way most of us operate in our day-to-day lives. When you sit down at a table to write, you probably don’t spend a lot of time thinking about whether the table is “really” made up of atoms, which in turn are mostly empty space. When you step into the street and see a city bus hurtling down on you, that’s not the best time to reflect on methods for test-ing whether the bus really exists. We all live our lives with a view that what’s real is pretty obvious—and that view usually gets us through the day.

Some philosophical perspectives, however, view the nature of “reality” as perhaps more complex than we tend to assume in our everyday functioning. The paradigm of postmodernism, for example, rejects the notion of an objective reality and of objective stan-dards of truth and logical reasoning associated with the scientific method. To postmodernists, there can be no objective standards of truth, because there is no distinction between the external world and what’s in our minds. Everything is subjective; no points of view about reality are superior to others.
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No matter how bizarre postmodernism may seem on first reflection, it has a certain ironic inevitability.

Figure 3-1 What Does the Book Really Look Like?

Take a moment to notice the book you are reading; notice specifically what it looks like. Because you are reading these words, it probably looks some-thing like Figure 3-1(a). But does Figure 3-1(a) rep-resent the way your book “really” looks? Or does it merely represent what the book looks like from your current point of view? Surely, Figures 3-1(b), (c), and are equally valid representations. But these views of the book are so different from one another. Which is the “reality”?

As this example illustrates, different people with different points of view of the book can offer differ-ent answers to the question “What does the book really look like?” Although traditional scientists would argue that we can fi nd an objective answer to that question by specifying particular vantage points (for example, what does it look like when lying fl at on the table and open to this page?), the postmodern view holds that there is no “book,” only various images of it from different points of view. And all the different images are equally true. Now let’s apply these notions to a social situation.
Imagine a husband and wife arguing. Figure 3-2(a) shows the wife’s point of view about the quarrel. Take a minute to imagine how you would feel and what thoughts you would be having if you were the woman in this drawing. How would you explain later to an outsider—to your best friend, perhaps—what had happened in this situation? What solutions to the con-fl ict would seem necessary or appropriate if you were the woman in this situation? Perhaps you have been in similar situations; maybe your memories of those events can help you answer these questions.

Now let’s shift gears dramatically. What the woman’s husband sees is another matter altogether [Figure 3-2(b)]. Imagine experiencing the situation from his point of view. What thoughts and feel-ings would you have? How would you tell your best friend what had happened? What solutions would seem appropriate for resolving the conflict?

Now consider a third point of view. Suppose you are an outside observer, watching the interaction between a wife and husband. What would it look like to you now? Unfortunately, we cannot easily show the third point of view without knowing something about the personal feelings, beliefs, past experiences, and so forth that you would bring to your task as an out-side observer. (We might call you that, but you are, of course, observing from inside your own mental system.)
To take an extreme example, if you were a con-fi rmed male chauvinist, you’d probably see the fight pretty much the same way the husband saw it. On the other hand, if you were committed to the view that men are generally unreasonable bums, then you’d see things the way the wife saw them in the earlier picture.

Interpretivism
One paradigm that contrasts with contemporary positivism but is not mutually exclusive with it can be called interpretivism. Interpretive researchers do not focus on isolating and objectively measuring causes or on developing generalizations. Instead, they attempt to gain an empathic understanding of how people feel inside, seeking to interpret individuals’ everyday experiences, deeper meanings and feelings, and idiosyncratic reasons for their behaviors.
Interpretive researchers are likely to hang out with people and observe them in their natural set-tings, where they attempt to develop an in-depth subjective understanding of their lives. Rather than But consider this. Imagine that you look at this situation and see two unreasonable people quarrel-ing irrationally with one another—neither acting in a way of which they should be proud. Can you get the feeling that they are both equally responsible for the confl ict? Or imagine you see two people facing a difficult human situation, each doing the best he or she can to resolve it. Imagine feeling compassion for them; now notice the way each attempts at times to calm things down, to end the hostility, even though the gravity of the problem keeps them fighting.
Notice how different each new view is. Which is a “true” picture of what is happening between the wife and husband? You win the prize if you notice that the personal baggage you brought along to the observational task would again color your perception of what is happening. Recognizing this, the postmodern view suggests no objective reality can be observed in the first place, only our different subjective views.

convey statistical probabilities for particular causal processes over a large number of people, interpretive researchers attempt to help readers of their reports sense what it is like to walk in the shoes of the small number of people they study.
Interpretive researchers believe that you cannot adequately learn about people by relying solely on ob-jective measurement instruments that are used in the same standardized manner from person to person— instruments that attempt to remove the observer from the observee to pursue objectivity. Instead, interpretive researchers believe that the best way to learn about people is to be flexible and subjective in one’s approach so that the subject’s world can be seen through the subject’s own eyes. It is not enough simply to measure the subject’s external behaviors or questionnaire answers. The subjective meanings and social contexts of an individual’s words or deeds must be examined more deeply.
Interpretive researchers may or may not agree with contemporary positivists or postmodernists regarding the existence of an objective, external social real-ity that can be discovered. Regardless of their views on the existence of an objective external reality, how-ever, interpretive researchers are more interested in discovering and understanding how people perceive and experience the world on an internal subjective basis. They further believe that no explanation of social reality will be complete without understanding how people’s subjective interpretations of reality influence the creation of their social reality. A contemporary positivist researcher briefly observing each one of a large number of homeless women might note their neglect of personal hygiene and may therefore develop recommendations that are connected to emotional dysfunction or the need for social skills training. An interpretive researcher, in contrast, would study a small group of homeless women more intensively, probe deeply into their subjective interpretations of their social reality, and conclude perhaps on this basis that their repugnant odor and appearance is a rational strategy for preventing sexual victimization in what they perceive to be a dangerous social context.
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