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The ~DlShCl0th of Mmerva

Absence Presence and Metaﬂ'.'eery in the
E veryday Practice of Research

e b - She flashes past in purest white
Sh - She flickers now in green
How can we know the dancer when
she darts across the screen?

Remembering Catalunya
®

El café solo brings a rush of blood to the heart. This place is flat, watery, white
as Las Islas Salinas, rocky and bare as the distant mountains. Theseamnsthe
eastward horizon. A designer stubble breeze wafts the bleached pueblos. Geckos
tie parched in the afternoon sun. The whole land stretches like a sunbather and,
with a yawn, surrenders to mariona. The ls:mgdum of the north was not like this.
Thexe, generations of the dead roam the hills, greeﬁngyuuasaﬁlmd the pink
pinnacies of the ragged mountains peruse you with wry puzzlement, posturing
with human dispositions.’ Amongst the unchanging tmmensity, we had studied
change. Qur own conference as a medium for its own object. Symbols of trans- - -
formation. Transforming objects. Transforming things. Transforming selves.

“Que tal, hombre, What shit are you writing now?”

“Hola, profesor. Just frying io put together a piece for a book, on how fact and’
fiction become inseparable in social research, how the more we create theoreti-
cal edifices as tools ostensibly to penetrate reality, the more we become trapped
In those edifices as simulacrd of reality, how what is alway:s present in research
is its very lack, the absence of truth, that kind of thing.”

“And are you trying to connect that to the conference?” .

“You mean like how some peuple' became symbols of transformation during
the conference, some used symbols of transformation, and how we became trans-
formed by stealth only by identifying symbolic artefacts retrospectively?™

“Which cleared the ground for new transforrration?”

“And therefore functions as an allegory for my grassy little corner of the field

- of organisational research. Perhaps, perhaps.”
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modern you must feel.”

“My boss says I haven't got an international reputation.”

“1 thought it was because you had. Anyway, I'm trying to work.”

“"Mafana.”

“Normally I don't recognise such urgency. But I do have a deadline to meet.
And it's in North America.”

“When?"

writtent. And sung.”
“Badly, I presume, and with a finger in the ear. And now?” -
“The gold dried up long ago. But its gorge is now the world's most famous
centre for bungee jumping. The guy who invented it has his bungeorama there.”
“So what.” ' |
“Well isn't it a metaphor for transformation?”
“Perhaps. If vou had a paddy fuill of dour, grithy miners with blazing head-
lamps springing up and down two-mile Kt shafis, perhaps. ™ |
“You have no grasp of pelitical economy-. Can't you sec that the irage of chin-
less vuppies on elastic going up and down ke the Hang Seng Index is a savagely
ronic indictment of the full circuit of capital and its divisions of labour and
leisure?” 3 ' |
"I thought of it more as a metaphor for your career, but I fear the elastic imay §
Just have lost all resilience. Potentially it redefines tall and fiat organizations, yet g
it remains stubbornly contingent.” -
“Poo. Spare me the population ecology. Do you have any conference exam- - .3;.'-
ples then?” . |
“Bob.” |
“What? Bob transform? into what?"
“Well, in a strange mirror of the self I met a female version of him,”
“She can't be that sick!”
“No, but she's weird and short. And young.”
“But Bob must be over two hundred years old. He's the academic’s Lestat,
Maybe they'll inaugrate an episteme of entropy.”
“He says she sees him as her shot at redemption but he misheard. She said
exorcism.” - ‘
“But Bob's an essential icon. He can't change. Even if he is having difficulty
with conference funding.” ]
't offered to take him as hand baggage but I couldn’t get his mousiache into ¥
the fake Louis Vuition.” |
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“He couldn't shave it?”

“No way. It's a symbiotic relationship. The tache has doné some uf his best
- work.”

Le Petit Mensonge
®

[ can’t recall exacily when it was that [ fivst missed him, as such, although | knew -
he wasn't there. The pleasaritries were far too pleasant for him to have had any
hand in them, even in the receiving. Perhaps I just extended an elbow for some-
thing to lean on one sweltering afternoon and was surprised to find it descend-
ing on thin air. To our group, he had become rather like the colon to soclologists:

not exactly essential, but always there, unblmlungly in the middle, reversing the
direction of thought.

Yet even in these cases we recognise a something that hides itself, an
absend presence. He has gone further, insisting that he was never even
here in the first place, has never been known {o anyone, even his closest
friends, that he is no-one, has achieved nothing, and does not exist. In
short he has claimed to be a totally absent absence. “I have sought a level
of absence that is so complete it cannot be mistaken for anything other
than it is,” be, or whoever, has explained. We know that absence stirmu-
lates curiosity and desire. He has no part in that. “Unlike my phﬂnsnph—
ical colleagues, those Don Giovannis of modern: thought™ *he” says,

have chosen to generate no desire, excite no sense of pleasure, exercise
no seduction, and when the crucial moment of jouissance arises, if ii

ever does; you will discover that 1 am nowhere {0 be found (Bradbury
1987, 26).

It didn't. He wasn't. The only difference between Bob and Mensonge was that
Bob at least had referces.

I wish Bob had seen the sun pulling the colours out of the grey Istanbul
landscape, the Bosphorus charmed from the colour of the North Sea off Sunder-
land fo a deep Aegean blue. 1 wish he'd seen. the carpets, like texts, change
according to the way in which you observed them.

“Walk across it sir, you see the colours changing, two carpets for the price of one.”
By the time the odds reached nine salesmen fo one social anthropologist, we

- -each felt like Evans-Pritchard amongst the Azande. Yel we survived, credit cards -
‘unbruised, to discover that it was possible to purchase two identical carpets for
the same asking price in the bazaar next door—with a little care and sympathy.
 Asfor me, 1 took a more circumspect route to anonymity, finding myself a pre-
sent absence rather than anything else. My own sightseeing took place primarily
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in the en suite bathroom of my hotel room. The room itself had an emergent qua}g
ity: it bad a TV when I arrived, but no refrigerator. Then the TV disappeared; then 5.-;
a refrigerator appeared in its place. But there was no bottle operner. { struck up
an intimate relationship with the balcony in an attempt to determine whether, i

the unending debate between form and function, any bit of its wrought iron and-
stucco had been created sturdy enough and nobly enough to serve as a surro- -.
gate. It occurred to me that the Ottomans might have encountered this problem
and been influenced by it in creating their many filigree masterpieces. In 110°F, °
clutching a parboiled Perrier, even Suleiman woild have found that Magnificence-
came hard. The Northern Europeans, conquerors themselves, were resourceful -
in a different way. An old and somewhat bedraggled Viking seer reminded mie of
the saying, “A Dane who cannot open a bottle with a sausage is not thxrsty"

—_

A fifth request produced the coveted item on the last day, but by then Istanbul
had changed my life. I became an instant vegetarian, and have eaten no meat .
since. No, that’s actually a lie because I'm writing this the day after a conference :
in Manchester. There the water in the atmosphere is rather more explicit than in
the sweltering Gateway to the Orient, and the danger is more of drowning than -
asphyxiation. The night was convivial but long, and 1 awoke disorientated, and "
too late for breakfast. I slunk out shamefacedly to buy a hot dog for my freshly-
stirring pariner from a van in Piccadilly Square.
“T'wo hot dogs please,” I grunited in my habitual moming binary code. Half uf
mine was hers, after all.
“Yessir,” came the reply from the interior, followed by a mumbting.
"Pardon?” I recklessly essayed. ;

‘1 am s0 sorry sir, please forgive me,” the bestubbled Greek vendor re:turteﬂ .
with, yes, exaggerated humilily. "It's just one of my fucking stupid questions. I -
can't help it, I'm a nosy bastard, see? I say it to everyone and they say "What?"
What?" Forgive me sir but please humour me . . . do you want fucking DINIGHS :
or fucking NOT??”
I had difficulty coping with that one. More dazed and confused than ever, I .
furtively smuggled two jumbo dogs into our hotel room and triumphantly snarfed ;
one before my bemused partner reminded me that 1 was a vegetarian. But apart
from that one your honour, I'm clean. Honest. 4

Of course, I'm the last one who should be surprised by the immense power of l:an—
guage to create confusion, me being supposedly frontline pomo and ail that. if °
one sets out to deny difference, then language is as inexact and indirect a -
medium as one could choose to further the project. Subtle distinctions succumb °
readily, especially those which might eventually radicalise the whole enterprise. -
There’s a certain inevitability about this: it's frequently more difficult to perceive _.
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~ the slightly uniusual than fo render it apparently familiar. After all, didn't Lévi-
Strauss suggest that all we do is bricolate the finite blocks of understanding?

: Perhaps we do, but a postinedern approach to langnage would recognise the
tmpossibility of this project: to pin down the possible meanings of every small
part of the experienced world. Language is grounded in self-contradiction, and
the object world seyves no arbitrating function. Dillard reminds us of the false
metaphysics of presence:

Nature’s silence is its one remark, and every flake of world is achip off
the eld mute and immutable block. The Chinese say that we live in the
world of the ten thousand things. Each of the ten thousand things cries

out 1o us precisely nothing (Diltard 1984, 69).

.. In 5/Z, Barthes similarly moved from the stance of the “critical mythologist”
" to the realisation that there was no nunldeolnglzed grounid upon which he could
. stand. Eventually, “Denotation is the last of connotation,” he said. (Baudritlard
also ohserved that “Far from being the objective term to which connotation is
opposed as the ideological term, denotation is this, because it naturalises the
~ process, the more ideological term . . .” [Baudrillard 1972, 190).) Barthes ack-
nuwiedged that those atiributed meanmgs at the level of the signified that had
been treated in his early thinking as a priori were in fact the result of the emer-
~ gence o dominance and ossification (or mythologising) of particular selections
from the “explosion” of possible meanings. A text became therefore not a series
of signs but an endless play of signifiers.

Research, then, is the process of a particular professionalisation of common
sense, rather than a search for such a common sense. We're all engaged in some
kind of research, in the sense of Garfinkel's “documentary method,” all “mernher-
- shipping knowledge,” so we don't have a choice as to whether to do it or not. The
question “Why do rescarch?”—rather common in these days of shrinking higher
education budgets—is either tautological or has to become category-specific—it
needs to be oriented towards the degree of professionalization or the extent to
which we adopt what Garfinkel calls the “scientific attitude” as an idealised model,
and the particular contortions we perform in doing so. Understanding is certainly
& process, and is neither an endpoint nor a stage—certainty has artefactual qual-
ities of which we must be aware and wary. As Bradbury observes, the history of
- structuralism and deconstruction *has been fairly described as the development
" from Saussure to not Saussure at all” (Bradbury 1987, 19).

" The light streams through the window as a golden glow hovers in the air around
that pillowed head. I forget how early it is in these agitated days, and gently, leav-
- ing the hint of a kiss on that untroubled forchead, drift toward the kitchen and
. cappucuinn
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Play It Again, Joan |
—-o— —

“So did this conference turn up any more symbols?”

“Well, there was 5 bunech of stuff around sexual harassment.” _

“And not before time, . _ Not everyone is content to be defined by their Sex-
uality, which in your casge I heartily applaud, but to have it hijacked . . And you,

“Without a doubt. And men too. Basically, ft demeans the intelligent. Byt I
have no lofty purpose to announce. Ii's just a burden.” '

Do you draw the line at anything?”

“The Bay Cily Rollers. Terry Wogan.”

"I get the picture. What elge?

“Well, there was this accountant guy who organised it and made himself g
symbol of transformation in his speech at the end.” | |

“That took guts. Was he the guy who looks like a 1950s Rex] fullback and
amateur knee surgeon?” "

“The same.”

"Opening up his feelings?”

“Which he was, actually. But doespt any enterprise require emotional com- ;
mitment?” |

“(hite an achievement.”
“You hadda be there,™

“Yes, the one the referees said was stupid, sci-indulgent, rambling,
overblown, opaque, and not PC?" ¥y
“Ina macadamia, precious one.”
"‘Why dorr’t you publish thai then. No one else wiil.”
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-

Language Without Onions
. o

~ The coffee froth tickles my nose—it's so much more effervescent when you use

skimmed milk, 1 reckon, though the head doesn't sustain as long. I bet there’s a

. bit of brown chocolate sitting on the end of my nose now, which is good . . . the

§ neighbours will never suspect that 'm about to contemplate the nature of lan-
¥ fuage and its precisiun when I look such a slob. | |

Language, unlike this kitchen window, is not transparent. A pre-Saussurean,

~ or traditional, view of language would characterise it as such: the word is a win-

- dow on the thing. Modernist approaches recognise language as opaque, rather

like this frosted door, as constituting the sense that speakers and hearers have

of their worlds. However, in seeking to explicate the principies which enclose the

. development of language and the constitution of social and cultural practice,

~ the “object-world" is replaced by the “conceptual world.” Language is no longer

the appearance of the “thing,” an extra-linguistic reality, but it is nevertheless

determined by a set of extra-inguistic principles, 2 metatheoretical governor. The

practice of inte\fpretaﬁun, m modernism, seeks to reveal the exira-linguistic real-

. ity which governs language, but it can only do so in language. This practice is

~ thus imposing its own language upon language which is interpreted, rather than

- revealing “reality.” The conceptualisation of language as appearance necessarily

~ refers to other language. A pestmodern approach would seek to explore the plu-

- rality of languages in their interplay within a given text. The interruptive practice

of exposing the interlinguistic tensions, the ridertextuality within a text, is guite

distinct -from the hermeneutic practice of interpretation even where multiple

interpretations are allowed, for the basic principle here is one of closure rather

than overturning.

A modernist view of “meaning” has it governed from behind the word by a
pﬂnﬁple, siructure, grammar, or a set of rules. The researcher then pursues
through language the “grammar” which determines meaning, The impenetrabil-
ity of language {and this should be taken to include symbolic systems other than
the merely verbal) is acknowledged in postinodernism—meaning is an effect of
the ways in which it is constituted or staged in language, rather than an expres-

~ sion, accurate or otherwise, of a concept preconstituted according to a governing
 principle. The postinodern researcher therefore does not observe a surface and
assign it to a meaning, as this is the modernist trap which we should be trying

to avoid. The postimodern researcher will acknowledge that we are trapped within
the surface, merely moving from one linguistic formulation to another, and will
~explore the ways in which the effects of meaning occur, the conditions in which

. they occur, and the intertextnality of their occurrence. |

So whilst welcoming exhortations by deconstructionists to deconstruct our

" own writings as fictions, this is nowhere near far enough. In Derrida’s terms
- - {rather than Ricoeur's) social life is a text because it s structured, sequenced, and

[
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removes the cover for the stone’s lessons, or mare accurately, I should
say, for the rituals which they perform {ogether several times a day.

No-one knows what goes on at these sessions. . . . I assume that like
any other meaningful effort, the ritual involves sacrifice, the suppres-
sion of self-consciousness, and a certain precise tilt of the will, so that
the will becomes transparent and hollow, a channel for the work. I wish
him well. it is a noble work, and beats from any angle, selling shoes (Dil-
lard 1984, 68).

| 1 think that Annie’s friend understands the work of language better than I or
the hot-dog man. I thought that too in the Istanbul heat, among the gyrahng belly
dancers and the whirling dervishes. When you can no longer tell the dancer from
' the dance, then it is pointless to ask questions about dances. We should be
- thinking about dancing.

dancer of the airwaves (1}
®

The stones of Montmartre are cobbled and grey
But they rise fo the touch of her feet

As she dances her way through the evening day
And the starry night sprinkles the street

She sparkles down steps from the cathedral white
As her hair paints the sunset magenta

The ghosts of the masters roam jealous tonight
For a canvas to capture and paint her

She flashes past in purest white
She flickers now in green

How can we know the dancer when
She darts across the screen?

The Perfumed Picket Line'
—8

Coming in low over Kowloon Peak. The city cluiches the 747 to its buzzing beat-
ing breast with an urgency that takes your breath away. Wingtips almeost clip the
clothes from the laundry lines of the concrete apartment blocks, pulsing with
people, plants, rasty aircons, burnt-black woks, cane chairs unravelling, clatier-
Ing mah-jongg tiles, twittering cagebirds, amahs® serving steaming noodles you
¢an ahmost smell, leung cha® you're glad you can't, tiny rooms filled with faces,

E 0 B i
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Newsmen, oysters in Bentley's and taj chi in the park, stretch Mercs goid Rollers
soft top Beamers, shady shapes loitering with high-tech lockpicks waiting to
speed them across the border in five-engined speedboats, shopaholic wives and
kids on “white noodles,™ cheap silk and cheong-sams,” cocktails in the Conrad,
Sikh doormen and uniformed attendants in marble-columned rest rooms, leg-
less beggars and Legeo councillors, copywatch hustlers and high court judges,
homeward suits Swarming towards Mid-Levels and Happy Valley duplexes,
bustling sweet and sour smelis of evening dai-pat-dongs® in snake season. The
hard-working endiring unbreakabile spirit. The Way. Tao. Uptown Central.

bitter militant. “Cathay Pathetic” in neat hand-painted letters, some still kneel- [}
Ing finishing their signs, some hug old friends and newcomers Joining the group -
in: tears. "Cathay crew . . . in battered shape.” Singing again. Exaotions run high §
for emotional labourers. | -
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A picket Hne. Smiling. Sobbing. From the inside. The hard-working enduring
~ unbreakable spirit. The Way. Tao, Downtown Kai Tak.

The Dishcloth of Minerva
&

My father is a sick man. He is in constant pain, a brace semipermanently on his
peck to alleviate the strain on his dissolving vertebrae, aggravated by years of
headii]g heavy leather soccer balls weighted by the cloying mud of many English
winters. His digestive system struggles on, bearing the scars of long years of abuse
through alcohol In strength and volime, heavy smoking and animal fats. He
walks only with the aid of a Zimmer frame, and then only across the room. When
“he does put his feet to the floor, the pain of the gout is enough to make him recoil.

Irealise he is dying. He is in constant pain made bearable only by the twenty-
seven: painkillers he swallows daily. Yet, and I've tried to reclaim this lost feeling,
I don’t feel the pain of the love of a son. I feel the sympathy that a human being
feels for another human being who is suffering, but not the love of a son. That

- part of me died—long ago—in some dark night, some horror of my youth. My
brother will no longer speak to him. Twice yearly I travel the ten thousand miles
and call in to drink tea and share cake . . . thatis all he sees of his family.

He brought this upon himself, with his own dark and narcissistic melan-
choly, which eventually erupted into violence and after six years caused his fam-
ily to depart. This only fuelled his self-pity, and now, if I could wish him any gift
before hie died, it would be the gift of self-knowledge, a moment when he might
attain grace. But that won't come. And for that 1 feel sormy because although he
taught me fear, he also taught me the power of humour for survival. Within the
bizarre world which the threat of domestic violence always creates, my mother,
brother, and I developed a sense of the absurd which kept a tiny spark of the self

- -frem being extinguished—which is the effect and object of violent behaviour and
ronically is often ihe stated reason for its occurrence—we were often told, fre-
quently in public, that we were “mofluscs,” incapable of love, who needed to “get
our minds sorted out.” . |
| My father was an intelligent professional man, whose pleasures in life
inciuded reading and music. His handwriting was a beautiful copperplate which
is rarely seen these days. Today his eyesight is failing badly and he relies on talk-
ing books, his hands shake so much from the side effects of the drugs that he is
unable to write to me any more. He has a sound systern of which he is very
proud, surround sound, movie-theatre sound from the TV, which still affords him
~ some comfort in his difficulties. But hi-fi always was an ilnpurtant comfort {o
him, even in his bizarro world.

In the sixties, when hi-fi was almost a noveliy in the UK, my father was suf-

ficiently aware of the power of the artefact to one who was such an arriviste as
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himself to desire it. He was a flamboyant purchaser—he returned home from g
sandy conference in Biackpool one weekend with a car with leather seats and elec
‘tric windows; another week he appeared with a salesmian from Redcar, a Bany
and Olufsen deck, Tric amp and a pair of handmade Richard Allan Chaconnes.
iy memory they are larger than in real life, and théy swell and throb with the
rise and fall of recalled dormestic psychodrama with their black menace, thum-
dering with doom Wagner's complete corpus on a hundred fiendish Wurliizers. R
wasn't quite like that, of course,

My father had a difficuit mid-life, frequently exploding with the sort of angsl
and isolation that only a true existentialist—a Sartre, a Kerouac, a Charlie Parker,
none of whom were Yorkshiremen —could comprehend. My father's éxistentis
mentor, however, was John Smith!°—after fifteen pints of his foaming reg
philosophie he was able to penetrate the utter hollowness of being. He frequmﬂg;
shared his liquid agony with Frank Sinatra.

One. day I retzrned home from school to find my brother, aged eight to mj
sixteen, sitting on the garage roof, his expression acute with perplexity. The
garage roof was the last refuge of samt_v in a world where drunken fathers dis
owned their innocent infant sons. .

“Don’t worry.” My words were emollient. “He’s only done it because I wastt
there to disinherit.”

“T'm not upset about that. 'm upset because 1 don't know what it means. W‘ﬂl
I be able to have some dinner or have [ goti to go to Grandma’s?”

And through it all, out of the bay-windowed lounge, Frank sang on. on
returning from an extended lunchtime of contemplation, my father would some.-
how propel himself upstairs, strip into his underwear and don an old tartag
dressing gown, then trundle downstairs and deposit his body in the “front room.*;
The room was expensively decorated with fitted Axminster, flock wallpaper like
they had in the Grey Horse, and an enormous suite with curving arms and fasr
selly bits. It was rarely used until mid-evening, unless he decided to grace it. -

Teased by his anguish, tortured by his inner lonelinéss in the midst of a°
throng, he was touched by the only man who understood. Frank. Frank's albiim
A Man Alone. Songs, or poems set 1o music, by Rod McKuen. Play loud, muan:
deep, a cry from somewhere for all those in the house who could hear. Jack it upfi
to number seven and sneer. §

"Here 1 am, a man a—luﬁmnung. ST | |

“Too bioody right, Frank. Me and thee, Frank, men alone. . . .-

“Drinking up my Sundays. . . .” |

“And me Mondays, Tuesdays, Wednesdays, bloody Thursdays. . _ .

“Trying to forget. . . -

It was on such a day that he sat in his favourite armchair, the room immac-
ulately dusted and cleaned, every object in its place. For he had a full sense of
the symbolic significance of artefacts. Once during a late-night row, my mother.
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begged to be allowed to sleep as she had to take my brother on a bus trip the fol- .
lowing morning. My father 'nb]jg‘ihgly smashed every clock in the house 80 that
she would not be distracied by her worrics about the time and could devote her
aftentions to his rantings. He once disintegrated a clay figure of Uncle Tom Cob-
bley from ihe picturesque Cornish village of Widdecombe because he knew we
were fond of it.!! Repaired with primitive adhesive, Torn's head teetered on his
shoulders, perching once more above the mantel. We learned not to show affec-
Hon for any object in his presence, for that would render it a hostage, delivering
it up to his capricious will to violence. |

On this day, he sat in his chair. In front of him, on the rug at his feet, stood
a fashionable teak stacking table, holding a pot of tea and a tray of food, metic-
ulously prepared by my mother. Sirioin steak mushrooms, salad, chips'® as
thick as your thumbs. Beside him, the remaining nest of tables held a vase of
home-grown roses cut from the garden. I sat o his ieft on the sofa, a chill upon -
me as [ always felt when in the presence of the unknown, but other than this
aberration in the room, utter domesticity.

Quite what happened is unclear. He reached to pour his tea, and whether all
the alcohol in his systemrushediﬂtnthe fingers of his right hand and caused it
to overbalance, or he gave an involuntary spasm., I could not tell. The tea, how-
ever, spilled and as he tried to correct it he knocked over the cup itself. The tawny
liquid spattered over the lettuce, oozed round the tomatoes and surrounded the
sirloin. Not a sound. You could have heard the lettuce squeak. |

It was a titne when the slow-motion replay should have been available. After
a pause of a second or so, he grunted.

“Might as well spill the bloody lot then.”

And he launched the table, piate, cutlery, food, teacup and pot into the air
with a mighiy kick of his ex-professional footbalier’s leg. The table described the
sort of parabola that many a halfback had flown, landing upside down on the rug
and toppling onto its side. The carpet was strewn with tea, mushrooms, lettuce,
steak. fomatoes, and chips. 1 remamned silent, and motionless.

Whatever the impulse was that had compelled him to action, it was not sat-
isfied. Perhaps too little clarity of purpose could be read from the pattern of
debris. Perhaps he considered it a failed semiotics of the soul. I was prepared to
ailow the ambiguity to remain unresolved, but 1 was no artist. He sprang to his
feet, and leapt upon the detritus, stamping, jumping, smashing, and grinding it
into the carpet, steadying himself on the mantelpiece and surging once more into
the maelstrom. At last, it was finished. Chaos, plucked from the armpit of the
gods, lay before us.

“That,” he panted “wasn’t made with love.” .

He stepped back to admire his monumental sculpture. From behind a but-
ton mushroom, Uncle Tom Cobbley’s head peered lugubriously. But at the height
of his muse, my father forgot his physical infirmlty, the sacrifical price he paid
for his art on our behalf. As he moved back to his seat, he swayed off-centre, his
weight falling on the curved arm of the chair. It flipped over sideways, himself
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with it, and his ﬂaﬂmg arm scythed down the nest of tables with the vase of
roses. The chair half-pinned him to the ground. The roses scattered across his
soaking chest. He lay there, and breathed. I remained insouciant. The tears
welled in my eyes as my teeth restrained my lower lip.

Hearing the commotion, my mother appeared at the door. What appeared to
her gaze at that moment must have looked very like the pit of hell. The gift of
knowledge of our own mortality had been won for us, and the price was laid out in
the lounge. The tables were upturned, the mushrooms, tomatoes, chips, lettuce,
and steak were smeared together deep into the Axminster, tea oozed across the
floor, cups were broken, the armchair inverted, my father unconscious and the
roses festooning him as a corpse. Even the venerable Tom Cobbley was in pieces.

- She took it all in, in seconds, and had the answer. With one well-practised
movement. she pulled in her waist, adjusted her shoulders and resolutely
pointed her chin. _

“Tl get a cloth.,” she said, slowly turning on her heel.

Hegel sugdested that at times of the collapse of civilised order, the getting of real
wisdom is possible. On the other hand, the clhulching for metatheoretical redemp-
tions is dramatically increased. Now moiher's dishcloth restored hygiene, order
of a sort, and regulated the surface chaos—inside we were learning god-knows-
- what Iessons about humanity and were storing them up for our own later col-
lapses. ,

To some extent, organisation theorists have spent the last thirty years bulging
their briefcases with their own metatheoretical dishcloths. They sweep in armed
with the tools of the etic to clear up any untidy loose ends disturbed by the emic.
The tension between modernism and postmodernism is in essence a soap opera,
a kitchen-think drama. Postmodernism has often been accused of being merely
an intellectual exercise, a literary game, a cavalcade of self-conscious posturing.
The owl of Minerva flylng in ever-decreasing circles to finally disappear up its own
éxtremity. In the streets of Barnsley they know different . . . in their bodies they
Iive the intertext. They feel the pain of the sublime. They think as they live, live as
they think. '

There are dishcloths on sale at Barnsley market. But not many.

dancer of the airwaves |2}
o

It's dusty by the Opera, and the Parque cries for rain

But she fiitters through the Prado as she floated on the Seine
There's a passion in her moving zen and fire in her eye

And the summer longs to hold her, but her season swishes by
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She can tell you with a look more than a novelist with ink

And her body holds a wisdom that philosophers can’t think

She can move you like a lover, like a pixie, like a saint,

She can stretch you like a canvas, she can colour you like paint.

Driving on the Double Hermeneutic
o |

- Taking my second cappuceino out into the garden, the fresh air lends a liff to my
thoughts. 1 am often asked to summarise the contribution of myself or my ccl-
leagues to our field, and I always find that difficult: not because I find our work
dubious, but because the very concepilualisation of a “field” is both ideological
and problematic. I would like to open up te question the sorts of assumptions
that allow us the arrogance of a “summary” or a “synthesis™ or the view of simi-
larity that attenuates an impossibility of differences, but of course that makes it
difficult to determine my “contribution” or “position.” I'm much canght between
the realisation of the Impossibility of programmmatic projects, the imperative to
deconstruct programmatic statements and the inevitability of making such state-
ments and commitling ourselves to such projects because of the need to say
something which must remain irapped within the bounds of language. I might
even go so far as to propose “understanding” as a synthetic, delusory construct.
Although I might mumble when [ put that proposition, and might even under
pressure claim it as the by-product of a “bad theory day.”

I wish Bob could have seen the legless, armless beggar, struggling to help
Passers-by in agonisingly moving his bathroom scales inlo a convenient position
for them io try their weight. I wish he could have shared my shame. | wish he
could have seen the horses at the meion-carts, bowed and mangy in the searing
heat. I wish he could have smelied and iasted the poverty in the shadow of the
air-conditioned Hilton, where Canetii’s fun-runners congratnlated themselves on
their designer-leather bargains and kept life and death at more than arm's
length.

He finds that people are alike everywhere, for they always want to buy
something. Whether it’s clothes or antiques, they crowd into shops.
There is money everywhere, even f it's different, it is exchanged every-
where. Just show him a Place anywhere in the world without mani-
curists and slums. If it doesn't take too long. then nothing human is
alien to him, he feels a sympathy for, and an interest in everything, A
fun-mmner who is not interfered with bears no ill-will towards anyene;






