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				From Whiskey Rebellionto Donald Trump and theQuestionofPower. AnInterview with Isaac Ariail Reed

				

				TheImaginationCollectif(IC) interviewed Isaac Ariail Reed onOctober 13, 2016, during hisvisit to Masaryk University inBrno, where he participated intheconference “Identities inConflict, Conflict inIdentities”. 

				IC: How would you compare thereading and receptionofyour book Interpretation andSocial Knowledge: OntheUse ofTheory intheHuman Sciences by American andEuropean audiences?

				IR: InEuropean sociology, you have thisproblem that some people are pointing out that theory after thepost-modern turn isunrelated to empirical studies. So thebook might be read astoo pluralistic about how theory relates to empirics, because infact what we need to be doing asaproject ofsociology ismaking sure that theconcepts are well grounded inresearch projects. InUS sociology, even incomparative historical sociology, which isbeautiful and wonderful and which Ilove, we have thereverse problem: every project hasto have an empirical outcome which isrelevant regardless oftheory – and thetheory isonly brought injust asmuch asyou need it to getthework done. Thebook istrying to prevent both ofthese situations and to change how we think oftheuse oftheory, but it might be read differently depending onwhat you think theproblem is. So ifyou think theproblem istheoretical balloons flying away, then probably you are thinking, why ishe so hard ontherealists and why isthebook so loosey-goosey about all those theoretical concepts? Other people might think: “Why did you have to come back so avidly to explanation– couldn’t you just open up theoretical interpretationmore broadly and not have everything always be an explanation?”– because by doing that you are giving into thekind ofrequirements ofAmerican sociology.

				IC: Can you tell us more about your current research?

				IR: Ihave started aseries ofinvestigations onthesociological concept ofpower, and Ipublished afew theoretical articles onpower and afew historical studies onpower. And now Ihave inprocess one more paper, which isakind ofoutline ofalarger research project onpower. There isinthispaper some attempt to introduce akind ofnew vocabulary for thinking about power relations, which isdifferent than either thevocabulary that we have from instrumentalism, but also different from thevocabulary that we have inherited from Gramsci or Bourdieu, which isabout hegemony, field, et cetera. Thecore idea isthat we can think oftheprocess ofrecruiting an ally to pursue aproject, and, inparticular, sending an ally to do your project, asthefundamental act ofpower. Then we can connect thetheory ofpower to theory ofthepragmatic actor. Itry to outline thisvery simple definitionofpower, which isthat power isjust simply theability to send and find someone else to act onyour behalf, which Itry to reconceptualise. Parts oftheproject would then be inside ofthat general framework. Then we would think about both structures of power and performative power as ways through charisma and other means, to bind people to your project when you don’t have theusual ties.

				IC: What are thesources ofyour inspirationinyour work with pragmatism? Asweunderstand, that isan important element. You are sort ofcoming closer from atraditional critical point ofview bridging agendasthat were separated. You spoke about Bourdieu...

				IR: So, first ofall, thisreally came uponme by aseries ofquite empirical problems, which isthat Iam studying these actors onthevery edge oflarge imperial formations – by theedge, Imean thegeographical periphery, theoutposts or “frontiers” ofempire. So first, at theedge oftheBritish Empire, and then, at theedge ofthenew USA, which isalso an empire. Iam trying to figure out how these people act, and when you are at theedge oflarge formations, thequestionofhow and why you are authorized to act isalways avital one. At thevery edge oflarge power formations, there isalways thiskind ofquestion, whether you can actually getanyone to do anything “intheKing’sinterest” and “inthename oftheKing”. 

				By studying thisIcame across thiscontradiction. Some ofthescholars studying empire make theargument that theempire should be thought ofinterms offields, and Idisagree. Thisconnected me to thetheoretical problem, which iscompletely uponus intheory, which isthat we have Bourdieu and that we have theFrench pragmatists. And they appear asopposite poles but actually thefundamental problem for pragmatism ishow to start from apragmatic theory ofactionbut develop from that atheory oforganizations, institutions, and hierarchies that are relatively stable. Thequestionis: How it can be, given how much theworld isinflux, that there isacertainkind ofstability to some social orders? And then ofcourse, there isalways aBourdieusian question, which ishow theforms ofdominationare simultaneously social and symbolic. Especially intheUSA, pragmatist sociology hasnot always paid much attentionto semiotics or interpretation. So Ihope that will be my contribution. 

				From thepoint ofview ofagency theory – and here Iam drawing directly from one ofmy teachers, Julia Adams – when you send someone asyour agent, you exercise power. And thisisareally important idea, because it gives you away to think inthespace inbetween thestructuralism ofthesociology ofpower relations, fields, etc. and theview that there are just actors, giving justifications for their doings. Actually, most ofthetime, when actors aregiving justifications for what they are doing, what they are actually doing ispointing to some more powerful actor, who ispart oftheir justification, because they are an ally intheproject ofthepowerful actor. Ishare apragmatist approach to action, but Iunderstand thepragmatists asnot sufficiently attentive to thefact that thejustifications point to hierarchies ofpower and authority. Thistakes us into some difficult semiotics. That ismy argument.

				

				IC: How does your empirical research onhistorical cases ontheedges ofempires help you develop thisargument?

				IR: One beginning for theresearch istheseries ofviolent crises in1676 inVirginia, which together are called Bacon’sRebellion.1 People at thevery edge oftheColony ofVirginia rebelled against thegovernor and thegoverning structure oftheColony. And then 118years later there isanew American state in1794, which hasanother crisisat theedge ofits political formation– ontheone hand an Indian war and ontheother hand an event called theWhiskey Rebellion, inwhich citizens ofthenew American state refused to pay taxes onwhiskey and burned down thehouse ofthetax collector. Inall such cases, thequestionis, when do people accept authority and how [do] they authorize action? It turns out that to understand theWhiskey Rebellionyou have to understand whiskey’spragmatic uses, theway it acts onhuman beings, and also what it stands for. Themen ontheeast coast who sent Federal troops to crush theWhiskey Rebellionsuggested to their own constituents that theparticipants intherebellionwere drunk and immoral; but out onthewestern edge ofthenew USA, whiskey wasnot only aform ofcurrency and apowerful actant, but also asymbol. Whiskey came tostand foraparticular understanding of“liberty,” inparticular independence and anti-tax sentiment. 

				IC: So that’swhere it comes from...

				IR: I’ve thought about constructing amore popular-facing article about theWhiskey Rebellionand about present day American politics, because there are some interesting similarities. Western Pennsylvania, where therebellionhappened, isalso, with theexceptionofPittsburgh, expected to vote for Trump. And one sees there thesame problems: Why istheAmerican state taxing me? Why istheAmerican state not protecting me from theracial Others that Idon’t like? These questions are inacertainsense fantasies inthepresent age, but they are constitutive fantasies. 

				IC: Do you see similar things happening intheDemocratic camp? For example, theBroadway musical “Hamilton”?2

				IR: Inthecontemporary USA, we have both theinheritors oftheWhiskey Rebels’ self-understanding – the“Don’t tread onme!” white nationalism – and theefflorescence ofapolitics ofcolour. Thelatter hasbeen long developing but it’squite new inits public manifestations. Ontheother hand, we have theefflorescence ofanew white supremacy, where certainforms ofwhite supremacy are more publicly voiced than they were twenty years ago, when insome public spaces it wasnot asacceptable to be so openly racist. For thelongest time inAmerican sociology themajor finding wasracism without racists: while thepublic acceptability ofopen racism declined, racial hierarchy hascontinued to exist inthebasic institutional and organizational structures oftheUSA. Now, there isthepossibility ofarenegotiationoftheracial order, maybe an opening, but at thesame time therevanche... 

				IC: What haschanged since twenty years ago?

				IR: Idon’t know; Iwish Istudied it more. You have to ask sociologists who are really experts onrace. There certainly have been major demographic changes inthat the percentage ofthe population that is whiteissmaller every year, and it ismuch smaller inbig American cities. Then there isagenerational change for sure. Meanwhile, thenumber ofwhite supremacy organizations hasgone way up, just since Obama’selection. Thesymbolism ofhiselectionhad thisgalvanizing effect onacertainpart oftheAmerican populationwho could not accept hispolitical legitimacy.

				IC: You mentioned crisisseveral times. What do you mean when you say that? Isthedefinitionofasituationascrisisnot already apolitical statement?

				IR: Iwould say that we have to have both an objective and asubjective understanding ofcrisisand to combine them. So crisisisboth abreakdown ofcertaininstitutional and organizational orders, sometimes brought onby economic changes and sometimes by other things. And it isalso an interpretationofthat breakdown – ifit isunderstood asacrisisinasense ofnecessitating arenegotiationofthesocial order. Some breakdowns are not interpreted asacrisisand so new orders emerge without akind ofsubjective recognition. Those are not thesame asacrisisthat isfelt deeply asacrisis. It’savery hard questionthat Ihaven’t solved at all. Ithink elite interpretationisvery important, however. Because when elite interpretationchanges, then you really getthispower effect where suddenly they are all saying: “We need anew social order!”

				IC: So isthishappening now?

				IR: For example, theinability oftheRepublican Party to control its nominationprocess suggests that astandard mechanism ofpolitics hasbroken down. American political parties are famously powerful. Being able to choose thenominee issomething that theparties often are really good at. And they completely and totally failed. So that would suggest that we are looking at acrisisofpolitics.

				IC: How does your work with historical events become useful inthinking about thepresent?

				IR: Ireally do deeply believe that we, doing abstract social theory, should be having conversations about concepts like power inrelationship to people conversing about power standing inradically different times and places. And Ido think that ifwe effectively refine our concepts by attending not only to thepresent but also to thepast that our concepts would be better for talking about thepresent aswell. For example, there isasort ofperformative violence going oninthese videos ISISissending ontheInternetand ofcourse there haslong been an aspect ofperformative violence inAmerican power abroad. So for example, not only sending soldiers – you know what Imean by performative isnot that it’snot real, but rather that it isan attempt to create sovereignty inthemoment via theact of violence. And Ithink we can understand alot ofviolence around theworld at thistime inthat sense. Rather than it being akind ofexpressionofastable sovereign power, rather it isan attempt to create and sort ofinstantiate sovereignty intheviolent act itself. And thisissomething that seems particularly prone to happen inchaotic and contingent crisissituations – some ofwhich are far inthepast.

				IC: Now thepoint ofcriticism to that very powerful agenda you describe would be: How do you read Salem witch trials of1692 inMassachusetts and forego simplistic instrumental use ofthat event for thesake ofelaborating concepts?

				IR: Well, presumably theaccount oftheevent itself hasto be mediated precisely by thisinterpretationofthese mentalities you were discussing. My argument hasalways been that at thelevel oftheexplanation, sociologists have to go through thedistant meanings ofthepast asaforeign country – absolutely, that’strue. Iwould argue it isprecisely by taking these concepts that are general or abstract through theprocess ofinterpretation, that they getbetter. And Iwould argue that these radically different mentalities ofthepast infact would be incomprehensible to us without some concepts like power. Ifwe are going to talk about theSalem trials and that kind ofPuritan conceptualizationofgender that mediated them and that gave form to all themovement, we are probably relying onsome commonality inthenotionofperformative power.

				IC: What would be your positioninthedebate onpublic engagement ofsociologists?

				IR: My book oninterpretationwould, Ithink, be asymptom, apart ofalarger setofbooks that all agree that theoppositionbetween doing science and doing politics istoo dichotomous. And that there hasto be abroader theoretical understanding ofthepositioning oftheintellectual insociety. Theidea would be that there’ssome way forward to resolve thisissue so that everyone just stops yelling at each other all thetime. But thisisabig problem. Theoretically speaking, thisisreally aproblem ofthepost-Marxist left intheUS. Some time ago, there wasMarxist science and Marxist understanding ofpolitics, and there wasaseries ofways to relate thetwo, starting probably with Lukács. And when philosophy ofhistory goes away, you have aproblem, because you have no longer aclear understanding ofhow scientific realism articulates with normative advocacy. So instead, you have acacophony ofvoices and people trying to figure out how to move forward. Ithink Du Boisisgoing to be adifferent model for this. He’san example – Du Boisspent twenty years editing amagazine called TheCrisis, which was and is a public-facing magazine on black issues in the USA – it’s the official publication of the NAACP. And so he wasascholar-advocate who did this. 

				IC: Therecent decisionoftheBritish to leave theEuropean Unionhasbeen repeatedly linked to thepopular refusal ofexpert knowledge. Do you perceive any decline inthepublic standing ofintellectuals intheUS? 

				IR: No, because Idon’t think that theintellectuals ever had much power intheUS. Technocracy isalways inindustry intheUS, and not concerned with what’shappening inthesocial sciences. American cultural critics and intellectuals are important, but Idon’t think that they’ve lost thepower they used to have. Ontheother hand, theTrump phenomenonisrelated to Brexit inthesense that there’saportionoftheAmerican electorate that doesn’t trust thepolitical elite which they perceive to be aknowledge elite.

				IC: To what extent does theTrump phenomenonpoint to apossible underlying structural change inhow politics works intheUS?

				IR: Yes, inasense, thephenomenonthat he represents isofthetraditional Republican conservative voter, who does not share theeconomic policies ofthebusiness elites– whether Republican or Democrat. They are combining akind ofeconomic with akind ofcultural alienation. Ithink that it’simportant to see themultidimensionality oftheTrump phenomenon. It issimultaneously about economic disenfranchisement and akind ofreassertionofwhiteness and then also acultural alienationfrom theworld ofacosmopolitan globalization. Theeveryday world ofthewealthy American cities ismulticultural, multiracial, globally open, hasnorms that we would identify ascosmopolitan – and that cultural world isalienated from that world ofTrump voters.

				IC: How would you evaluate thepositionoftheelites?

				IR: One ofthethings that infuriated me about American media during Trump’srise washow they were constantly talking about how Trump doesn’t complete hissentences, about how he speaks inthisway that isnot appropriate. Every time some journalist pointed out intheNew York Times that it wasso hard to transcribe hisspeech because it wasso all over theplace, they played exactly therole they were supposed to play intheperformance – that wastherise ofTrump. Every time they said “he can never win” they were setting him up to be acharismatic leader – because then, every time that he won, it’samiracle. And aswe know about charismatic leaders, they succeed by one miracle after another.

				

				* * *

				

				TheImaginationCollectif. We are acollective. More than just imagination. Asociety focused onsociological research, strengthening thevoice ofsocial sciences, and improving thestate ofpublic affairs. We go behind theborders ofindividual cognition. We think and work better inagroup. We are connected by friendships, shared values, and research interests. 
(www.kolektivimaginace.cz)

				

				Isaac Ariail Reed isAssociate Professor ofSociology at theUniversity ofVirginia, and theauthor ofInterpretationand Social Knowledge: OntheUse ofTheory intheHuman Sciences(2011). Other papers referenced inthisinterview include “Power: Relational, Discursive, and Performative Dimensions” (Sociological Theory,2013), “Between Structural Breakdown and CrisisAction: InterpretationintheWhiskey Rebellionand theSalem Witch Trials” (Critical Historical Studies,2016), and “Deep Culture inAction: Resignification, Synecdoche, and Metanarrative intheMoral Panic oftheSalem Witch Trials” (Theory and Society,2015), aswell ashisbook manuscript inprogress, onpower.He also writes for Public Seminar (publicseminar.org) where he addresses historical trajectories and current politics. Born inDurham (USA) in1978, he currently resides inCharlottesville with hiswife Jennifer and daughter Hannah. Hisgrandparents were married inPrague in1938. 

				
					
						1	Isaac Ariail Reed. 2013. “Charismatic Performance: A Study of Bacon’s Rebellion.” American Journal of Cultural Sociology 1 (2): 1–35.

					

					
						2	“Hamilton” isaBroadway musical based onthestory ofAlexander Hamilton, one oftheAmerican founding fathers. It waswritten by Lin-Manuel Miranda. It claims to be aportrayal ofthefounding fathers by contemporary Americans – multicultural, multiracial, etc. President Barack Obama hosted aperformance intheWhite House which received agreat deal ofrecognition.
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