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Primitive Classification and Postmodernity:
Towards a Sociological Notion of Fiction

Karin Knorr Cetina

Introduction: Sociology beyond Modernism

Postmodernist thinking in sociology is easily dismissed as gibberish
taken over from French intellectuals and literary critics surveying
the world from their Parisian desks or, worse still, from the vantage
point of their brief travels to La Californie. It can be seen as an
ephemeral fashion taken up by social theorists who are out of ideas,
theorists who are finally getting bored with reinterpreting Weber,
Durkheim and Marx.! But it can also be seen as a movement
sustained by developments within sociology which imply a rupture
with Enlightenment thinking, a negation of many of the definitive
features which have been associated with the modern. These
developments nourish a break with modernist claims by offering
empirical documentation for their findings, a feature not entirely
irrelevant to a science that wants to make assertions about the social
world. In addition, they suggest that postmodernity is something
more than a chapter in the sociology of intellectuals and their
malaise with the world, as Bauman suggests (1988), or a trend in
aestheticism keyed to increased individualism, multiple choices,
and ‘self-enrichment’ or ‘self-enlargement’ (Rorty, 1986). The
perspectives which push sociology from within beyond the grand
master themes of modernist thinking and modernist research,
differentiation and rationalization, and which lead, as one might
say, to pastmodern thinking, are microanalysis and construc-
tionism. Microanalysis is the detailed description of social episodes
through means such as ethnography, discourse analysis or visual
methods. It has flourished in ethnomethodology, symbolic inter-
actionism, social phenomenology, and so on, and has documented
in detail the existence of life-worlds which theorists such as
Habermas (1983) think we have lost, and the relevance of the body,
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of interpretative flexibility and reflexivity which interest post-
modernists. Most importantly, microanalyses have discovered,
emphasized and described the local nature of modern life; the
whole body of microanalytic research rests on localizing concepts,
epitomized by terms such as ‘local order’ and ‘indexicality’ in
ethnomethodology, ‘situation’, ‘setting’ and the ‘stage’ metaphor
in symbolic interactionism, ‘province’ of meaning and ‘situatedness’
in phenomenology, etc. The whole microanalytic revolution is a
revolution not about what is small, but about the spatialization of
experience. Microanalysis has turned away from conceiving the
world in terms of individuals and actors, to conceiving of it in
terms of sequential environments. Hence the replacement of notions
such as ‘actor’ by ‘participant’ and ‘member’, and hence the ease
with which microanalytic perspectives have opened up, by looking
at new spaces, invisible aspects of modern society, those which are
hidden from modernity’s official, developmental dimensions.

The local nature of much modern life contrasts sharply with
totalizing ideas about economic development, reason and universal
knowledge which are characteristic of modernity. Yet microanalysis
alone is not enough. The break with modernism implies not just
an extension of the Chicago School of methodology, however
radicalized by an emphasis on local multiplicity. It implies not a
new methodology but a new epistemology, a new conception of
the relation of the knower to the known. Recent work in the area
is marked by a deep questioning of the nature of reality, of our
conception of knowledge, cognition, perception and observation.
The approaches within sociology which have occupied this terrain
are not just microsociological, they are constructionist. Construc-
tionism is a doctrine most suited to penetrate into the internal
environment of domains that appear unitary and homogeneous —
into the constitution of the factual, the real, the authoritative
meaning. Constructionism holds reality not to be given but con-
structed; it sees the aggregate as composite, the uniform as hetero-
geneous, the smooth and even-surfaced as covering an internal
structure. It has found texture where other approaches have
found the simplicity of a single attribute, and discontinuity where
others have found continuity and interpenetration. Moreover, some
constructionist perspectives have added to the localizing concepts
of microanalysis through introducing broader notions of ‘environ-
ment’ more keyed to perspectives on modern institutions than the
microconcept of a situation.



There are at least three brands of constructionism in sociology
today which have their strongholds in different areas, in addition
to the deconstructionism familiar to postmodernists. First and best-
known to sociologists is the social constructivism which takes its
lead from symbolic interactionism, negotianism and Berger and
Luckmann’s text, The Social Construction of Reality (1967). It
tends to document the social origin of seemingly ‘objective’ social
events and structures through pointing out the interactional work
accomplished by participants in bringing these events about, and
the meanings and definitions continuously infused in the respective
outcomes and situations. The main criticism has been that it remains
unreflective towards its own construction and the use of social
factors as tools in constructive work.

There is, second, the empirical, knowledge-oriented construc-
tionism developed in the last ten years in the sociology of scientific
knowledge.? It is based on the assumption that the things which we
consider the most real in our society are also the most scientific,
hence to study the construction of reality today means to study
epistemic practice. It has relocated scientific realism into the
empirical analysis of fact-production as opposed to the philo-
sophical analysis of the logic of fact-justification. Consequently,
the notion of a ‘productive locale’, which in science is called a
laboratory, has replaced — as a theoretical notion — the concept
of organization (see Knorr Cetina, 1992). This approach has also
given rise to the notion of fiction which I shall outline below.

Third, there is the cognitive constructivism derived from the
biology of cognition and perception. It appears to be embraced
by system-theorists and sociologists who adopt the notion of self-
organization. The central doctrine of cognitive constructivism
is that living systems, including, on a societal level, systems of
communication (Luhmann, 1984), are informationally closed
toward their environment. They respond to the environment based
on recursive self-organization and internal reconstruction, but they
cannot be directly influenced by it. The localizing concept intro-
duced by this approach is the notion of a system, understood
afresh in terms of its closure toward the environment and in terms
of self-organization.

Constructionism has emphasized and empirically documented
contingency and negotiation, rupture and discontinuity, and hetero-
geneity and fragmentation in social events. In this sense con-
structionist studies are continuous with the deconstructionism
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closely associated with postmodernists, but there are differences.
The most conspicuous feature of deconstructionism is its focus
upon language, literary discourse, signification and the meaning
of texts. ‘There is nothing outside of the text’, as Derrida remarks
(1976: 158). Constructionisms, on the other hand, encompass
a much wider notion of practice which includes not only non-
textual, but also non-verbal, and even non-human agency.’
Secondly, for deconstructionists, the important thing about
meaning is that it is impossible to recover it unambiguously from
a text or discourse. Indeed for deconstructionists,* the very impos-
sibility of unambiguous meanings may become the only ‘meaning’
literally recoverable.” Constructionists, on the other hand, have
maintained an interest in the social mechanics and social physics
of heterogeneity and contingency. They dissolve our belief in the
monolithic and awe-inspiring, but they do this not by showing how
the monolithic is empty, but by showing us how it is built.

Nonetheless, constructionist studies too have had their decon-
structionist readings. Social constructivism can easily be equated
with petty negotiarism, and leads to complaints, much as decon-
structionism does, against the ‘powerlessness’ of such enquiries.
Cognitive constructionism is struggling to get its transfer of images
which depict the closure of systems such as the brain accepted
when it comes to arguing the closure of social systems: unlike the
brain, social systems have no obvious, unsurpassable informational
or communicational boundaries. Finally, constructionisms which
imply a new theory of knowledge find themselves embroiled in
struggles with reaiist and positivist beliefs (for example Sismondo,
1993), which see the results of these studies as a threat to scientific
procedure and an expedient of arbitrariness and relativism in the
social world. As Mary Douglas (1978: xv) remarks ‘The ultimate
explanation of the sacred is that this is how the universe is con-
stituted’. Constructionism threatens our beliefs in this constitution,
without promising a return, as modernist theories and critical theory
have done, to a more truthful truth and a better nature.

A Sociological Notion of Fiction

However, constructionist studies, by the very questions they pose
about nature, facticity and meaning, also open another possibility.
They have something to offer to a strong notion of culture and
practice that has become feasible in sociology in recent years along
with the rise of postmodernist thought (cf. Featherstone, 1988a).



What constructionist studies suggest is the pervasiveness and
relevance of fictionality as a routine aspect of social life. Here we
should acknowledge the excess meaning constructionist studies
have unearthed in connection with their distrust in facts, objectivity
and meaning. Yet we should recognize this excess meaning not as
a threat to scientific procedure, or an expedient of the dissolution
of all order into contingency, but as a routine feature of the social
world. Suppose we stand, so to speak, the constructionist message
on its head and consider its negative findings as worthy of analysis.
If science, and modern institutions in general, do not run on facts,
this is no reason for despair and resignation — it is rather cause to
investigate the ways in which these institutions, if they do not run
on facts, run on fictions.

Modes of fiction are ways of enchantment of the world, they
are instruments of cultural imagination. When we talk about
cultural imagination, we raise an issue about the key process of
modernity and of modern institutions. The most prominent theore-
tical perspectives have linked these processes not to a gain of
meaning but to a loss of meaning, they have seen them as major
transformative trends toward greater commodification, rational-
ization, technicization. Weber, best known of all, held the trend
responsible for the ‘diminution of freedom’ and the general
‘disenchantment’ of the world that grows out of the expansion of
instrumental action (1905). Other transcriptions of the theme cast
modernity as a process of alienation (Marx), as a loss of personal
and interactional culture (Bourdieu, 1977; Luhmann, 1984) or as a
loss of ‘substance’, the life-world and cultural traditions (Habermas,
1983). These ‘losses’ are replaced by a gain in abstract, formal and
technical systems, a gain in legal principles, abstract values and
expert/scientific procedure.®

Some of this clearly strikes a chord. The loss of ‘substance’ now
includes the environment; to quote one analyst, a river today is not
a river, it only looks like a river.” Yet our new rivers may contain
as much plant and animal (microbial) matter as their unpolluted
precedents — matter which, however, we consider as unwanted, as
‘out of category’ as Mary Douglas might say,® with our historical
conception of rivers. Similarly, the fact that some regions of the
world have experienced a loss of religious fervour® does not signify
that there exist no other mythologies to take the place of religion;
it only means that the new forms may be out of category with, for
example, the mode of integration that we posthumously attribute
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to previous traditions.'® The thesis of the disenchantment of the
world fails in several ways. First, it rests on the equation of the
content of particular belief systems or modes of operation — which
have changed — with ‘substance’, ‘meaning’, the ‘life-world’, etc. in
general. If the proposition of the ‘loss of meaning’ in modern and
postmodern life is stripped of this equation, it amounts to a
historically plausible but trivial assertion about the changing nature
of meaning structures. Second, the assumption of the increase in
formal, technical and abstract systems ignores the phenomenon that
these systems are never abstract when they are enacted. Presumably,
the meaning of abstract elements lies not in their formal definition
but in their use. Third, the thesis fails in that it has not been
systematically documented empirically. In fact, assessments like
that of a trend toward the elimination of the life-world are ironic
in face of the aforementioned microsociological studies in the
last thirty years which demonstrate the procedures and forms of
organization of this life-world.

From the micro-perspectives which document the life-world of
modern institutions, it is clear that everyday practice still runs
counter to the perceived disenchantment of the world. They testify
to the presence of ‘meaning’ and ‘tradition’, of the ‘body’, of
‘intimacy’, ‘local knowledge’ and everything else that is often
thought to have been bred out of ‘abstract’ and ‘rationalized’
systems. But is this assessment enough? I think not. I am not
arguing for an upgrade or, better, recognition of symbolic and
interpretative approaches — which exist after all — but for a
specific notion which is keyed to the development of modern institu-
tions, and which can catch up some of the features which have been
noticed by constructionist perspectives.!! In a sense we can still
work with a notion of enchantment, but it has to be more specific
and precise than the general terms ‘meaning’, ‘text’ or ‘interpreta-
tion’ which flood the literature. It also has to be more specific and
precise than the view stimulated by anthropology of cultural forms
as symbolic forms.

What Are Fictions?

I have proposed that we stand the constructionist message on its
head and learn from it the relevance of fictions. Fictions are
enchantments of the world, but they are not only enchantments.
Can we link a notion of modern institutions to the analysis of a
stronger notion of operative fictions? What are operative fictions?
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Those sustained by the development of modern institutions,
entangled in their practices, those which come into play when these
institutions fulfill their goals and engage in instrumental action.
Such fictions are imaginative works, but they are not quite the
pleasurable art forms Clifford Geertz has in mind when he compares
the Balinese cockfight with a performance of King Lear. A
cockfight or a performance of King Lear is a cultural figure that
catches up themes close to the heart of a society and some of its
subcategories of members'? — themes like death, masculinity,
rage, pride, loss or chance (1973: 443). It displays these categories,
provides, to the natives, a metaphor of themselves, but it has no
other reality nor function — the cockfight, as Geertz says, is ‘really
real’ only to the cocks — it kills them. Although some forms of
fiction in modern institutions are like that others are not. What
interests me is a wider notion of fiction as registers and symbolic
technologies embedded in or constitutive of the performance of
modern institutions.

In everyday usage fictions are, roughly, objects which are not
literally true, which are not the real thing, which are possibly shams
or simulations. Etymologically, fictions derive from fingere: the act
of fashioning and shaping which includes imitating and inventing.
Etymologically, fictions carry only a weak factor-loading on the
truth-falsity dimension and a stronger one on the dimension of
shaping and forming. Yet the notion of fiction I want to propose
draws more on a different aspect of the concept. Fictionality arises
from the transformations of forms of symbolic organization in
modern institutions and the cultural attributions of reality, literality
or normality which apply to these forms. It rests on a difference
between a discourse and a counterdiscourse, between behavioral
and other behavioral or symbolic repertoires, between different
definitional frames sustained by participants or practices. It is a
phenomenon of two or more registers or regimes which may alter
the dimension of phenomena, bring them into a different medium,
take them out of one kind of social space-time and install them
into another. Fictionality refers to the transposition of things
into an alternate reality in which work is carried on, without the
original register being eliminated. It is a codeword for the phenom-
enon that (institutional) reality (today?) comes in alternates which
play upon each other, edge against each other, contradict each
other or exhibit some other kind of relationship that rests on their
difference.!®* The transposition from an experiential into a semiotic
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and representational regime can institute such alterations — with
changes of the perspective, the resources, the technology brought to
bear included; but so can reclassifications, or what I shall call social
simulations (see below). Fictionality refers to the inflationary
introduction of layers of organization and order which increase the
viscosity and texture of modern institutions.

Modern institutions, I want to claim, continually produce fic-
tions, steer their way through fictions, work with fictions and
become founded upon fictions. Consider first the older example of
English and Roman law, in which a variety of legal fictions apply
which serve different functions in legal applications.!* Some of
these fictions are condensed versions of legal rules, as the fiction in
English law that husband and wife are one person, or the equivalent
in Roman law, which says that the wife is the daughter of the
husband. Other fictions appear to be links to a competing moral
order, like the legal fiction that everybody knows the law. Older
authors saw these fictions as ‘marvelous’ means for connecting legal
rules with reason and justice: for example, the fiction that everyone
knows the law brings the rule that lack of knowledge is no excuse
for an offense in accordance with the moral value that it is unfair
to punish someone for an offense against a law he or she does not
know. Even the idea of adoption was originally introduced into
law as a legal fiction: the fiction that family bonds can be created
artificially. The law uses fictions as instrumental constructs which
serve to bridge gaps in the body of legal rules or between law
and justice.

But the law and its use of fiction to hide, sustain or complement
the principles according to which it operates, is one case. These are
instrumental fictions, distinguished as such by participants and
introduced to serve a specific purpose or solve specific problems.
What interests me more is the kind of fictionality whose existence
and meaning is less obvious and about which we can learn,
paradoxically, from the most highly technicized domains, those
on which the greatest accent of reality and rationality is conferred
by participants and observers. Fictions are central to how these
institutions conduct their business; yet they are not central in
the same manner. There are types of fictional forms which need
to be distinguished. I shall draw attention to three types: symbolic
(‘primitive’) classifications, social simulations and fictionally
operating systems of knowing. I shall expound symbolic classifi-
cations in some detail but be brief about the other categories which



9

cannot be adequately explained within the confines of the present
15
paper.

Primitive Classifications

The first class of fictions are symbolic (re)classifications of
categories in terms of metaphors and analogies from the natural
and social order. In contrast to instrumental fictions which often
comprise isolated principles, what we are dealing with here are
often whole systems of symbolic categories which display a certain
coherence and elaboration. Such systems of classification have
interested social scientists at least since Durkheim and Mauss wrote
their famous essay on Primitive Classifications (1963). Yet until
today, primitive classifications have no satisfactory interpretation.

For Durkheim and Mauss, primitive classifications were social
projections. They looked at symbolic classifications of natural
objects by native tribes, such as the division of all things in nature
as belonging to one or the other ‘totemic’ animal. Durkheim and
Mauss wanted to prove the social origin of these classifications.
They did not believe that the human mind had the innate capacity
to classify the things surrounding it spontaneously and by sort of
natural necessity (1963: 7). Instead, they thought the mind needed
a model, and this model was society: if the society was divided up
in a certain way, then the rest of the universe would be divided up
analogously and related to the categories established by social
organization. ‘The classification of things reproduces the classifi-
cation of men.’ This was Durkheim and Mauss’s well-known thesis,
whose singular value it is, as Needham (1963) pointed out, to direct
the attention of sociology to the topic of classification.

The thesis itself proved untenable, but the question of category
derivation remained and has stimulated further thought. Today
the more interesting cases of primitive classifications are not those
which are religious, but those we find in modern highly techni-
cized and rationalized institutions. Why are fictional categories
employed in modern institutions although technical vocabularies
and literal descriptions usually exist to circumscribe the phenomena
of interest? The most prominent answer comes from a modern
Durkheimian, Mary Douglas (1987). Institutions, she argues, are
conventions, and conventions need some stabilizing principle which
points away from the fact that they are socially contrived arrange-
ments. This stabilizing principle is naturalization, the links an
institution establishes with ‘natural categories’ through metaphor
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and analogy. The convention of the sexual division of labour, for
example, may be justified in terms of an analogy with the comple-
mentarity of the right and the left hand, and the analogical relation
of head to hand can be used to justify such diverse social arrange-
ments as the class structure, the inequality of the education system
and the division of labour between manual and intellectual work.

Science, a paradigmatic modern institution, also enlivens its
universe through symbolic classifications. Consider the jewel in
the crown of basic disciplines, experimental high energy physics
(see Knorr Cetina, 1995: Ch. 5). Like in any other science, the
definition of things is accomplished by technical vocabularies. A
huge measurement instrument such as a detector and, presumably,
all of its thousands of parts can be classified or paraphrased in
a technical language. Moreover, physicists seem to share enough
of this vocabulary to make themselves understood and to communi-
cate with each other within this technical language. Yet there exist,
in addition to the technical language, imaginative terminological
repertoires which reclassify technical objects and distinctions. These
constitute a symbolic universe superimposed upon the technical
universe; a repertoire of fictional categories and distinctions from
the everyday world which are extended into science where they
reformulate, elaborate and at times fill in for technical categories
and distinctions.

Consider an example. Some areas of physics, especially experi-
mental high energy physics, are known for their massive require-
ment of technology — of three-storey-high detector complexes
seven storeys underground, of 30 miles-in-diameter beam pipes and
magnets, of tens of thousands of yards of cables and wires, of rooms
full of electronic crates, and so on. Advances in high energy physics
are often presented in terms of energy regimes, and energy regimes
areregimes of machines: of colliders and accelerators which provide
higher and higher energies, of detectors which can deal with ever
higher luminosities, and of computers which are fast enough to
handle huge amounts of information within fractions of a second.
It is this technology which consumes the massive flow of money high
energy physics requires, and which necessitates, by its sheer size and
complexity, the formation of large and long-lasting international
collaborations. Seen from this perspective, these areas of physics
are indubitably brandmarked by, driven by and dominated by
machines. Yet seen from within the vocabularies in terms of which
the physicists frequently address these technical devices, these are
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FIGURE 1
Some Physiological Conditions and Behavioral Idiosyncrasies of a Detector

| DETECTOR AS A PHYSIOLOGICAL BEING |
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less machines than biological organisms with a life and a life-time
of their own. One example is the ‘aging’ of a detector. Why involve
a biological process such as aging in a technical event? Moreover,
‘aging’ is just one term in a much larger system of categories which
fit to each other, supplement each other, and in which two features
stand out: the terms are physiological and refer to the qualities of
an organism, and they suggest an autonomous being which, in the
aggregate, can also be a social being.

There is no need, in this paper, to go into the details of this
taxonomy which is expounded elsewhere (see Knorr Cetina 1995:
Ch. 5). Suffice it to say that in addition to the behavioral states and
idiosyncrasies (detectors are true individuals!) given in Figure 1,
this vocabulary encompasses behavioral capabilities which imply,
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on the side of the instrument, a perceptual apparatus (the
instrument ‘sees’), behavioral responsiveness, achievement levels
(‘dopability’), susceptibility to the treatment of diseases, communi-
cation capacities and behavioral limitations. The question one
needs to address is how we interpret such classifications. For Mary
Douglas, the message would be clear. A machine is itself a conven-
tion and an artifact. The analogy from biology and physiology
confers natural status on the crystallized social relations represented
in the machine. The analogy builds strength for a physical instru-
ment that does not in itself have legitimacy, consumes huge amounts
of money and manpower, and would be, without the analogy from
life, an a-moral, a-social, non-natural being.

On the other hand, is it really plausible that the spark of
legitimacy is conferred so easily to things in modern institutions?
In physics anyway, substantial organizational work goes into
purchasing legitimation. There are special units at the big labora-
tories whose task it is to cultivate and promote the cause of high
energy physics, and these units continually produce a stream of
linguistic events which display and celebrate the achievements and
relevance of these organizations’ work. The function of the general
director of a large laboratory is to a significant degree to pursue,
with government agencies, ministers of science and prime ministers
(‘Mitterand at CERN’, as the headlines read), questions of the
relevance, usefulness and need for a particular research and
development. Building new detectors is justified in this context
in terms of the harvest of new particles they bring, in terms of
spin-off effects, industry development, the training of physicists
potentially needed by this industry or by the military, and in terms
of international competitiveness and international relations. There
is indeed a discourse of legitimation, but this does not include
analogies such as the above. Nor are these analogies made public
such that they could provide legitimation. More generally in our
societies, conventions such as organizational structures are often
justified in terms of efficiency, or they are, like conventions within
the education system, grounded in law, and the legal provisions are
justified with respect to democratic principles such as equality of
opportunity and freedom of choice.

In view of the complex machineries modern societies install for
purposes of image building and legitimation, the belief that the
above classifications do this work is not plausible. It ignores the
realities of economic action and political calculation in industrial
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societies. But what if we broaden the thesis to make it more com-
patible with a Goffmanian view of the symbolic as a dramatic
construction, perhaps, as Geertz (1973: 445) suggests, a dramatic
construction participants place upon the grand themes everyone is
confronting in daily life?'® Are not the themes of life, death,
illness/disease, of aging, physiologies, etc. encoded in machine
classifications also the topics we experience in dealing with
ourselves, but put into dramatic shape? The answer is yes, yet the
interpretation is unsatisfactory. Why the need to identify routine
features of a machine with these topics? What do we do with the
quite different classifications of other aspects of participants’ work,
how do we explain which symbolic repertoire is chosen for which
area? Is it possible to construct symbolic classifications and not
catch up the common themes of our everyday experience?

I believe there is, for the fictional classifications of the above
kind, a better interpretation. These classifications owe their
divisions much more to their capacity to model the concrete inter-
actions of the members of an institution than to participants’
disinterested curiosity about the working of individual lives or about
the workings of nature. They codify something that lies at the heart
of the working of these environments. They codify who, within the
walls of the institution and independent of external definitions, is an
organism and who is a machine, who are agents with powers and
dispositions to react, who is alive and who is not, who is a human
and who is a non-human being. In other words, they catch up the
ontologies instituted in local settings and the social relations which
flow from these ontologies, and which include relations to non-
human participants. The ontologies are specific to the type of locale;
they are reconfigurations of, to borrow a term by Merleau-Ponty
(1962),"” self-other-things, of the relations of subjects to objects in
the external environment, or of the relation between the natural
and the social order. For the ‘natural’ order established in these
institutional settings a detector is not (just) a mechanical device, nor
a ‘dead’ machine, nor even a sophisticated information technology
(an outsider’s definition) but a physiological being with needs and
requirements like other physiological beings. It must be treated
like one and interacted with like one. The epistemic procedures
participants use with respect to this object differ markedly from
the epistemic procedures used in fields like molecular biology in
which real organisms (mice, microbes) are reconfigured as machines
(see Knorr Cetina, 1995: Ch. 6).
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Social Simulations

Primitive classifications, then, codify the situated embodied
production of relevant ontologies, but institutions do not only run
on ontologies. They also need to organize their own survival over
time. There is a second class of fictions which I see in relation
to an institution’s construction of its own life course and which one
could call, to choose a term proposed by Baudrillard (1983),®
social simulations. Simulations are processes an institution sets up
which aim at something that is real, but which are, through native
or non-native observers, also contradicted by second and third
voices. Formal organizational structures often have the character
of social simulations. Consider four organizational structures
implemented in four parallel huge international collaborations
designed to create, in the same area of science, a new piece of
technology and knowledge.'® One features a sort of parliamentary
democracy, complete with a written constitution, strict voting
rules, exact indications of who is allowed to vote or run for which
office and occupy it for how long, and so on. The second is based
upon informal, interactional self-organization. The third is called
‘teutonic’, which means it has strong leadership and an old boys’
network which runs things. And the fourth uses the device of, in
participants’ jargon, ‘splitting the collaboration down the middle’
into two competing camps which report to a leader but do not talk
to each other. The four collaborations are stunningly different in
describable, accountable and constantly reported and talked about
terms: they enact four different models, in a rather conspicuous
way. What is interesting is that these models of organization which
are enacted and displayed apparently have little effect on the perfor-
mance of the collaborations — the achievements are very similar.?
Moreover, as in all organizations, there are native counter-voices,
redescriptions of the ‘real’ organization not quite in agreement with
the models.

In other words, in terms of their effectiveness — but also in terms
of their actual realization — these models appear to be fictions in
the sense of simulations. What, then, do these forms of organization
do? Why the discourse about them, the stunning display of their
features? The discourse, the organization, is the fluid analog of
the functioning of symbolic classifications: it works like a code — a
set of symbols for the ‘style’ and the ‘quality’ of a collaboration.
This ‘style’ and the ‘quality’ has strong implications for how a
collaboration sustains itself over time, and for how it spawns and
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seeds new collaborations. To form a collaboration, one must
attract physics institutes willing to participate, convey organiza-
tional effectiveness at the same time as respect for participants,
and stimulate confidence in the collaboration among those who
decide whether it will be allowed to conduct an experiment or not.
Collaborations have no future if they disqualify themselves on
the level of their habitus and style. Again, fictionality points to
the situated reproduction of a new level of order, a new level of
organizations — it points to the genealogical reproduction of the
superorganisms which are called collaborations within a new time
frame. Fictionality captures the shift from an organizational register
to a genealogical regime of collective survival and arrangement
across time — and the back and forth between these frameworks
witnessable in everyday practice and discourse.

Fictionally Operating Systems

The last illustration of a type of fictionality in modern institutions
refers to closed systems analogous to those which interest cognitive
constructionists (see above). Closed systems are systems which
operate entirely within their own medium and machineries of
world construction. An example is the brain, which the biology of
cognition sees as informationally closed towards its environment.
Perception, for example, is accomplished by the brain, not the eye,
and the brain can only construe what it sees from signals of light
intensity which arrive at the retina. In order to form a picture of
the nature of the source of these signals, the brain makes reference
to its own previous knowledge and uses its own electro-chemical
reactions. Phrased differently, in perception the brain only interacts
with itself and not with an external environment. The brain recon-
structs the external world in terms of internal states, and in order
to accomplish this the brain ‘observes’ itself (Maturana and
Varela, 1980).

To return to a high tech, high rationality knowledge enterprise
such as modern physics, I would like to maintain that it, too,
operates as a closed system. Closed systems cannot build, with
the environment of interest to them, a shared life-world. They lack
the possibility of co-presence postulated by Schiitz (e.g. 1970) as
an important feature of face-to-face situations. They equally lack
co-temporality, the possibility of conjoint time, and the possibility
of conjoint status of human agents with the status of nonhuman
entities or objects. High energy physics deals with the total absence
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of communality between human agents and objects through trans-
ferring this communality on the technology it uses (if enjoys
co-presence with the objects studied), and through placing its bets
heavily on signs of the objects. The objects themselves, subatomic
particles, are as participants say, ‘phantasmatic’ — they are too
small, too fast and too dangerous collectively to ever be handled
directly. Moreover, they are always history, always already trans-
formed into other entities. The ontology of these objects is an
ontology of the past, the absent, the decayed and transfigured.
Through myriads of internal operations, representations of these
objects in an instrument that catches the signs of these objects are
transformed into representations of the catching instrument, and
these into representations of physics. But the layers of represen-
tation between internal operations and the environment are but one
aspect of these systems. Another is that the signs which are so
heavily sought after and transformed into other signs are themselves
highly fictitious, they are mostly shams and fake signs — the real
signs of interest must be extracted from a sea of deception. A third
feature of the system is the fictionality of measurement. Because
of the hypercomplex and idiosyncratic sign catching measurement
apparatus, measurements are said to be meaningless in themselves.
Hence even quantitative measurements must be seen as fictions
which have to be supported through re-creations of the apparatus
and through predictions of physics theory. Measurements walk,
as one might say, always on such crutches. They are not the stand-
alone arbiters of progress and theoretical predictions which they
are, supposedly, in other fields.?!

Systems such as the above are driven by a certain relation between
epistemic subject and object that puts into question received models
of knowing. The interesting question is of course how closed
systems nonetheless derive truth effects from their fictional opera-
tions. The answer is that they install a new epistemic regime; they
shift their operations from observing the world to observing and
understanding themselves, and from gaining positive knowledge to
gaining knowledge of the errors and limits of knowing.??

Summary and Conclusion

The phenomenon of the semiotic and fictional constitution of
highly technicized, highly rationalized institutions which, like
physics, trade in reality, carries a message for our assessment of
modernity. If modernity has led to an increasing loss of magic and
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enchantment, it has not led to a loss of fictions, nor to a loss of
virtuosity in operating with symbolic technologies of order and
organization. This has been illustrated by reference to primitive
classifications, to what I called social simulations and to systems
of knowing which operate closed off from an environment which
they observe.

Two things should be noted about the forms of fictionality I have
discussed. First, I am not suggesting that the notion of fiction be
used for all processes in evidence in modern institutions. The closed
system description, for example, fits a science that is most extreme
in the degree to which it points beyond received mechanisms of
operation — one that sums up modernity and thrusts it forward —
it does not fit, among other cases, molecular biology, for which an
open system conception is more adequate. In other words, I have
introduced the notion of fiction not as a marker in an epistemic
narrative about the general status of knowledge, but as an analytic
concept suitable to describe — and theorize — concrete modern
institutions. Second, it is important to realize that in all cases
considered, fictions are not idle rhetoric, not symbols reduced to
essentially decorative use. Instead, what is apparent is a gain
of behavioral and symbolic repertoires that adds to the viscosity
of modern institutions and that fuels and represents new levels of
locally reproduced order. Fictionalities of the above kind lift
modern institutions out of the purely technical, but also out of the
purely social, and transform them into cultural systems of multiple
order. On the second level, they install new arrangements which
represent, for participants, coherent and viable frameworks of
activities — new epistemic regimes of self-observation and self-
understanding in an institution that deals with the real, new
ontologies resulting from reconfigurations of self-other-things, and
new temporal orders of reproduction that deal with the rebirth and
continuity of flexible entities such as collaborations — entities
which are not legally stabilized and can draw on no other source of
existence than their own attractiveness and entrenchment. Fictions
institute and suggest a play upon orders, a progress from one
arrangement and from one disciplinary framework to another. They
demonstrate not a horizontal but a hierarchical multiplicity of
patterns which are themselves not of the same order (not all social)
on which the functioning of these institutions depends — it is the
new order which makes the institutions I considered work.

The phenomenon that highly technicized systems, if you strip
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them of their massive instrumentality, display themselves as systems
operating with and by means of fictions, can lead to a notion of the
re-enchantment of the world which takes its lead not from the status
of religious traditions and belief systems but from the practices of
participants in local environments. For Durkheim and Mauss, as
Douglas emphasized (1987: 97), the sacred was nothing more myste-
rious than shared, deeply cherished classifications. For us, they need
not be anything more mysterious than manifoldly present and
deeply entrenched operative fictions. Such fictions document a con-
tinuity with baroque, perhaps archaic codings of the life-world, but
they also document a continuity with the technical, formal, and
instrumental (was the sacred always hybrid?). The sacred, in the
form of operative fictions deeply entrenched and embedded in the
technical and instrumental, seems to be present today more than
ever before, and more than ever in need of being introduced into
social theory and the investigation of modern institutions.

Notes

1. See also Mike Featherstone’s Introduction to the Theory, Culture & Society
volume on ‘Postmodernism’ (1988b: 195-216). Featherstone surveys some ‘of these
complaints and reviews several meanings of postmodernism in various fields.

2. For the original works which launched the constructionist tradition in the
study of science see Knorr (1977), Latour and Woolgar (1979, republished 1986),
and Knorr Cetina (1981, pbk. 1985). The approach has been so accepted that most
works in the new sociology of science and technology today can be labelled (or label
themselves) constructionist, with the question being not whether constructionism
is justified but what kind of constructionism one advocates. For a review of different
versions of constructionism in science studies and the arguments related to this see
Sismondo (1993). Note that the recent sociology of scientific knowledge promoted
by Bloor (1976), Barnes (1977) and Collins (1981), while being a relativist perspective,
needs to be distinguished from the above constructionist approach. _

3. But see the problems associated with the attempt to include non-human agency
in the analysis as pointed out by Collins and Yearley (1992).

4. This does not hold for Foucault, who also pointed out the unrecoverability
of definitive meaning (e.g. 1972).

5. See for example Paulson (1988: 93ff). Reading texts, for deconstructionists,
leads not to the extraction of univocal meanings but to what the literary critic Miller
calls an ‘impasse’ or ‘mise en abyme’ (1976: 11), a ‘treacherous abyss of doubled and
redoubled meanings’ (1976: 7). He adds that there is no strategy by which a critic can
‘“reduce” the language of the work to clear and distinct ideas’ (1976: 324).

6. Husserl, for example, associated rationalization with the rise of the scien-
tific method which, according to him, ‘abstracts’ from all cultural and spiritual
aspects of human practice (1976). And only recently Habermas, in refashioning
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Weber, Husserl and other theorists, linked rationalization to what he calls the
‘colonialization’ of the life-world by technical systems or, in alternative language, to
the residualization and marginalization of everyday taken-for-granted knowledge,
personal forms of communication and everything else that can be associated with
‘substance’ and ‘substantive experience’ rather than formal procedure (1983). For
a theorist who seeks to retain some modernist assessments of the world while
incorporating elements of micro-approaches see Giddens (e.g. 1990).

7. Unfortunately, I am unable to recover the author of this quote.

8. See her book Purity and Danger (1966) in which she considers ‘dirt’ as nothing
more than matter out of place.

9. Clearly this assessment holds only for certain areas of the Western world.
It is not even correct, in this crude form anyway, for the United States, which has
one of the highest percentages of ‘believers’ (95 percent say they believe in God) and
church members (more than 60 percent belong to a religious denomination, see the
Yearbook of American and Canadian Churches, 1980).

10. Within sociology, the ‘new institutionalism’ (e.g. Meyer and Rowan, 1977;
Powell and DiMaggio, 1991) has pointed out the symbolic dimension of ‘formal’
structures and thing-like entities such as organizations. The analyses conducted
within science studies in the last ten years support many claims of the new institu-
tionalism, yet go in a somewhat different direction (see the notion of fiction below).

11. To repeat, the problem with sociology’s relation to the symbolic is not that the
discipline simply ignores the phenomenon; it is rather that the phenomenon is either
translated into something as common and untelling as ‘language’ or ‘communication’,
or that it is separated out as the domain of perspectives such as interpretative
approaches which are seen as having not much to say to the movement and develop-
ment of modern societies.

12. More to the heart of male members of these societies it would seem.

13. What cannot be ignored is what happens between the forms installed. For an
observer, this means that he or she must not side with one version or smooth out
discrepancies, but rather consider the discrepancies as part of the analytic message.

14. For a brief historical summary of legal fictions, see the respective entry in the
Encyclopaedia Britannica.

15. The research from which my claims are derived is based on six years of
participant observation at the European Center for Particle Physics, the CERN in
Geneva. Comparative results were obtained for molecular biology at a Max Planck
Institute in Germany. The research is a study of epistemic cultures and of the
social forms and theories embedded in the most ‘modern’ of modern institutions,
science (Knorr Cetina, 1995). The results for molecular biology are partly reported
in the above volume. Full documentation of this study can be found in Amann
(1990).

16. Neither Geertz nor Goffman might agree with the view I attribute to them.
I am not referring to what these authors might actually offer as an explanation
for primitive classifications in modern institutions if they were asked, but to possible
interpretations derived from the approaches for which they stand. As to the
Goffmanian view, see for example Goffman (1959).

17. Merleau-Ponty’s original notion in the French version of his book is ‘le systéme
“Moi-Autrui-les choses”’ (1945: 69). For the English translation and the exposition
of this concept see Merleau-Ponty (1962: Ch. 5 and p. 57).
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18. For a detailed explication of Baudrillard’s notion of ‘simulation’ see Kellner
(1989: Ch. 3).

19. Again, I must ask the reader to consult the detailed description of these cases
for further information (Knorr Cetina, 1995: Chs 7 and 8).

20. It is, of course, not easy to judge whether there is any real effect. One piece
of supporting evidence is that the two collider experiments preceding the ones
mentioned were also organized in contrary ways, yet were both successful in
‘discovering’ the W and Z zero particles for which they searched within days of each
other. The more important point is perhaps that organizational structures tend to be
simulations in the sense of being contradicted by participants in these forms.

21. They become, as one might say, real only through the unreal.

22. This, too, like all empirical claims in this paper, would have to be substan-
tiated in more detail. I ask the reader’s trust that this substantiation is delivered
elsewhere in much detail (Knorr Cetina 1995: Ch. 3), and that the theoretical points
made here have their roots in long and careful research.
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