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This article develops a concept of lyrical sociology, a sociology I oppose to narrative
sociology, by which I mean standard quantitative inquiry with its “narratives” of
variables as well as those parts of qualitative sociology that take a narrative and
explanatory approach to social life. Lyrical sociology is characterized by an engaged,
nonironic stance toward its object of analysis, by specific location of both its subject
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not discussed by foundation executives and think-tank experts proposing new
programs for unemployed parents and unwed mothers. It was not articulated by
civil rights leaders speaking out against the persistence of inequality; and it was
nowhere to be found in the thousands of pages written by social scientists on
the urban underclass. The word was segregation. (Massey and Denton 1993:1)

Although these two passages disprove the old canard that sociologists can’t write,
their versions of literary excellence are very different. Yet they have the same topic:
Harvey Zorbaugh’s paean to Chicago and Douglas Massey and Nancy Denton’s
jeremiad about segregation are both about the character and dynamics of cities. And
they have similar politics; for if Massey and Denton flaunt their political message
from the start, Zorbaugh’s book soon reveals its roots in the progressive tradition.
Moreover, both passages aim to evoke in the reader a certain frame of mind—for
Zorbaugh a sense of excitement and intensity, for Massey and Denton a sense of
surprise and outrage.

What differentiates these two passages is their language. Zorbaugh invokes not
only simple metaphors like the “stained” river and the “looming” and “canyon-like”
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that is while the other is about something that has happened. Every one of Zorbaugh’s
main verbs is in the present tense. The river “flows,” the streets “rumble,” the arteries
“pump,” the people “throng.” Zorbaugh’s only past tenses are a past participle used
as an adjective (“stained”), an imperfect indicating the transition from earlier forms
of society (“what once was prairie”), and a simple past indicating the origins of
the daily commute in the suburbs (“from which they came”). In short, Zorbaugh
writes about a state of being, a moment. By contrast, Massey and Denton write
about an event. Every main verb in their passage is in the past tense (most of
them the indefinite “was”), and indeed the passage starts with not just the past but
the perfect tense—in the phrase “a word disappeared.” The only present tenses are
the participles indicating ongoing action in the past—“decrying,” “administering,”
“reporting,” “proposing,” and “speaking.”

In summary, then, both paragraphs concern the city. Both take an activist and
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But the contrast between Massey/Denton and Zorbaugh is not one between a story
of reified variables and a story of concrete actors. Rather, it is a contrast between
telling a story and not telling a story at all. There is no story in Zorbaugh. Compared
to The Gold Coast and the Slum, analytic social science and the new narratives of
the 1990s are simply different versions of the same thing: stories in the one case of
variables and in the other of actors.2 For telling a story is precisely what Zorbaugh
does not do. He rather looks at a social situation, feels its overpowering excitement
and its deeply affecting human complexity, and then writes a book trying to awaken
those feelings in the minds—and even more the hearts—of his readers. This recreation
of an experience of social discovery is what I shall here call lyrical sociology. That
is, I am going to oppose narrative not to causal analysis, as we typically have in the
past, but to lyric. And I am going to argue that sociology—indeed, social science—
ought to have lyricism among its available genres and ought to think about lyricism
as a general alternative to “story” thinking broadly understood.

The rest of this article will make the case for such a lyrical sociology. I begin with a
brief review of the literary theory of lyric and derive from it a set of basic dimensions
for the lyrical impulse. I then discuss these dimensions at length, illustrating them
with examples. A final section digs more deeply into the theoretical foundations of the
lyrical mode and positions lyrical sociology in recent methodological and theoretical
debates.3

I aim this article at the general sociological audience. I am not preaching to the
anti-positivist choir, although my earlier experience with such essays suggests that
only that choir will listen.4 Nor, although it applies literary theory and concepts,
is this article goring the equally familiar ox of “smoothed-over,” “monological,”
“nonreflexive” ethnography (Clifford 1986:7). I am rather pointing to a theme or
emphasis already strong in many types of sociological work and urging us to develop
that theme more strongly. I am thus writing in the tradition of Brown’s A Poetic for
Sociology (1977), a book that derives aesthetic canons for sociological thinking from
the vocabularies of literary, dramatic, and artistic analysis.5

THE CONCEPT OF LYRIC

To oppose narrative to lyric is to invoke an older body of literary theory than did the
narrative turn, with its opposition between narrative and analysis.6 The literary war-
rant for the concept of narrative came from the high structuralist tradition: Propp’s
(1968) analysis of Babi Yaga, Todorov’s (1969) of the Decameron, Barthes’s (1974) of
Balzac’s Sarrasine, and Genette’s ([1972] 1980) of Proust’s A la recherche. The urtext

2Thus the opposition of narrative and analysis is a fractal one, nesting narrower versions of itself (causal
stories vs. “narrative analysis” of the historical sociology type) within broader ones (narrative vs. lyric). See
Abbott (2001a:ch. 1). Note that Massey and Denton’s book involves both causal analysis and a historical
story.

3The examples used in this article are somewhat arbitrary. I have made no attempt to find “best”
examples, although I have chosen a wide range of examples in order to emphasize the breadth of lyric. I
should note that Brown (1977:63–64) specifically uses Zorbaugh as an example of bad aesthetics because
of his lack of distance on his subject.

4Of the 246 citations to my three theoretical pieces on sequence thinking and “narrative positivism” in
the early 1990s, exactly two have appeared in the American Sociological Review. That 29 such citations
have appeared in the American Journal of Sociology says more about my affiliation with that journal than
about the impact of my work on the quantitative mainstream.

5Oddly, Brown speaks little of emotion and of lyric, which will be central concepts in my analysis.
6Actually, the narrative turn in social science seldom made formal use of literary theory. Most often,

its invocation of narrative simply legitimated a general preference for the subjective, the symbolic, and the
personal.
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small changes could turn this into a manifesto for behavioral and experimental eco-
nomics. Moreover, Wordsworth’s criteria for lyricism have each their echo in modern
polemics about sociology. Wordsworth wanted lyric to be about common life, its sub-
jects to be simple folk rather than the heroes and gods of Augustan poetry. So, too,
did C. Wright Mills (1959) condemn sociology for its preoccupation with grand social
forces and causal abstraction. Wordsworth wanted lyric to be expressed in common
language. So, too, do we now say sociology should be written in simple terms, not
in jargon. Wordsworth wanted lyric to discern in simple things the “primary laws of
our nature.” So, too, do we want sociology to find the laws of social life. To be sure,
Wordsworth believed these laws to be most visible in rural life, whereas sociologists
as dissimilar as Max Weber and Robert Park have argued that the laws of human
nature and society are nowhere more evident than in the city. But nonetheless they
all agree that there are places in the social world where the laws of human behavior
rise very near the surface.

Only in his recommendation that we “throw over [our investigations] a certain
coloring of imagination” whereby ordinary things take on some “unusual aspect”
does Wordsworth go beyond the familiar bounds of sociological polemics. The main
imagination we consider in sociology is the theoretical imagination, whereas it is
clear that Wordsworth has in mind here an emotional imagination that can juxta-
pose strong images and powerful feelings to awaken in a reader the emotion that
the poet has himself felt, but that is now—in the famous phrase from later in the
“Preface”—“recollected in tranquillity” (Wordsworth [1801] 1965:460) Yet even here,
we sociologists are not necessarily agreed on how we differ from Wordsworth. For
we do not always insist on the theoretical imagination. At work in the Massey and
Denton passage above is not so much a theoretical or an emotional imagination
as a moral one. Indeed, neither of my opening passages really believes in theory
for theory’s sake. But where Zorbaugh wanted to bring us the sheer excitement and
“Pindaric” grandeur of the city, Massey and Denton want to engage our moral
sense.9

And perhaps a want of Wordsworth’s “coloring of imagination” is what has really
led to the much-discussed decline in influential public sociology. Perhaps it is not so
much our moral timidity and our obsession with professionalism, as Burawoy (2005)
has argued, but rather our colorless imaginations and our plodding moralism that
have driven sociology from the public stage. Perhaps the great sociological classics of
the postwar years were popular less for their often deep moral passions than for their
always powerful evocation of their writers’ emotional reactions to topics as disparate
as the organization man, the street corner, and the melting pot. It is striking indeed
that of the 11 top titles on Gans’s (1997) sociological bestseller list, seven telegraph
emotional themes in their titles (The Lonely Crowd (Riesman 1950), The Pursuit of
Loneliness, Blaming the Victim,
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In summary, it seems worthwhile to undertake a conceptualization of lyrical soci-
ology. Perhaps there is a kind of emotional involvement with our topics that we can
rediscover through detailed analysis. As my approach so far suggests, I shall derive
the various parts of a conception of lyrical sociology from the critical literature on
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“tone,” respectively.) That stance is engaged, rather than distant, and the engagement
is an emotional one, an intense participation in the object studied, which the writer
wants to recreate for the reader. Moreover, this engagement is not ironic; the lyrical
writer does not place himself or herself outside the situation but in it. If there is an
irony to the lyricism, it is an irony shared with the object and the reader, not an
irony that positions the writer outside the experience of investigation and report.

There is a temptation here—in the word irony—to fall into a facile but mislead-
ing equivalence. Hayden White (1973), among others, has invoked the tropology of
Northrop Frye (1966) to analyze social scientific writing (in his case, history). He
notes Metaphor, Metonymy, Synecdoche, and Irony as four basic tropes, loosely as-
sociated with the four genres of Romance, Tragedy, Comedy, and Satire. At first
blush, the lyrical seems to fit well under romance. But these are all narrative cate-
gories, straight from the Aristotelian canon; all concern the aims and outcomes of a
plot. There is no necessary reason to think that the lyrical impulse is romantic and,
indeed, in Japanese poetry, which is almost entirely lyrical in conception, it often is
not so, however romantic that poetry may seem to narratively conditioned Western
eyes.12 We shall have occasion below to recall this confusion, for it is a commonplace
of sociology today that engagement with one’s topic is not “scientific,” as if distance
and irony were the only legitimate stance for sociological writing.

Returning to my two opening examples, we can see that Zorbaugh is indeed lyrical
in his stance. He is engaged, and quite un-ironically engaged, with the city he de-
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For an example of these aspects of stance, consider a classical sociological text
with an explicit lyrical emphasis, Malinowski’s Argonauts of the Western Pacific
([1922] 1961). With its extraordinary descriptive passages (e.g., Malinowski 1961:33ff)
and its elaborately choreographed digressions (e.g., the long catalogue of villages in
Chapter 2, the entire chapters on canoe building (Ch. 5), and on words in magic (Ch.
18)), this book openly mimics the Greek epics from which it takes its title. Larded
as it is with information and careful investigation, it is nonetheless an overwhelm-
ingly personal book, dominated by the personality Malinowski has chosen to project.
To be sure, the Malinowski of Argonauts is no more the Malinowski of the diaries
(1989) than the Wordsworth of The Prelude was the Wordsworth of the Annette Val-
lon affair. But for all Malinowski’s rhetoric about the “science of man,” the book is
extraordinarily lyrical in conception. Malinowski wants us to see the Trobrianders as
he saw and felt them. He falls out of his scientific pose again and again, not because
he is a Westerner or a colonialist or a Pole or a man, but because he is too good a
lyricist not to.14

There is no necessity that a highly subjective book be lyrical. The Lonely Crowd
(Riesman 1950), for example, is a highly subjective book. One comes away from it
with a very strong sense indeed of David Riesman as a person: a reflective moralizer
located somewhere between bemused geniality, conservative reaction, and visionary
critique. But if Riesman never ascends to jeremiad, seldom does he relax into lyri-
cism. His emotions never overmaster him nor create in him a stabbing sense of the
humane. Nor is he intent on reproducing in us his emotion about modern, other-
directed society. Indeed, we never quite know whether that emotion is amazement
or disgust or hesitancy or delight. Rather, Riesman is the model other-directed so-
cial critic: careful, detached, a little ironic, vigilant of others’ views and potential
critiques.

After engagement and personal location, the third element of the lyrical stance
is location in time. The lyrical is momentary. This above all is what makes it non-
narrative. It is not about something happening. It is not about an outcome. It is
about something that is, a state of being. This is true even of Argonauts, which is
not really about a particular kula trip (although it tells stories of several of them),
but rather an evocation of the Trobriands at a moment in time, in which the kula is
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and increasingly illegitimate class system, a search that is at once partly successful
and partly doomed. In short, Childerly
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The reader in narrative mode finds this organization of the argument repetitive and
undirected: Where is the causal story? Moreover, the author seems preoccupied and
hard to pin down. He is not an abstracted sociologist outside the situation, nor is
he a consistent advocate for one or another position within the ranks of medicine
itself.

But if we read the book as a lyric, it makes much more sense. There is no real
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Snook’s theory is distilled into an unforgettable full-page diagram of all the forces,
issues, and events leading to the shootdown, here reproduced as Figure 1 (Snook
2000:21).

The diagram is precisely dimensional: narrative time goes to the right and proximity
to the accident goes down the page. So in the upper-left-hand corner we have things
like “fall of the Soviet Union” and “long history of interservice rivalry,” and through
the middle we have things like “aging airframes,” and “USAF and US Army units
live apart,” down to more proximate things like “Adhoc seating configuration in
AWACS,” “Helicopter MSNS not on ATO,” on to “ambiguous radio calls” and
“IFF failed,” and, finally, about 50 balloons and 80 or 90 connecting arrows later,
in the lower-right-hand corner, the shootdown.

But even this extraordinary representation of narrative flow is not enough for
Snook, who spent years poring through safety reports, military documents, court-
martial trial documents, and even video records. He does give a simple text version
of the story, in the book’s second chapter, “The Shootdown: A Thin Description.”
It is exactly that: a careful, detailed, and, in a restrained, military way, somewhat
passionate story. But the next three chapters are retellings of the entire story from
the points of view of three of the four principal actors: the fighter pilots, the flying
combat airspace control crew (AWACS), and the command organizations that should
have integrated the Army service helicopters (shot down) into the interservice theater
organization (which did the shooting). The fourth set of actors—the dead helicopter
crews—left only faint traces, a few conversations and SOPs discussed in the thin
description. Unlike Kurosawa in “Rashomon,” Snook has no medium to bring them
back to life.

But while Snook gives a virtuosic, multilevel and multistranded organizational
narrative in the tradition of Perrow’s Normal Accidents (1984), that analysis is almost
without emotion. One senses Snook as narrator. One senses his military personality
(by its obsession with a level of organizational detail unthinkable elsewhere). But
beyond his remark that he himself had been shot 10 years before, there is little hint
of his emotional reaction to or even judgment of the various actors. The agonizing
side of this event—the remorse of the pilots, the shamefacedness of the Air Force,
the “what happened to everyone after the fact”—none of this analyzed nor, beyond
a few adjectives (“a visibly shaken TIGER 01”) (Snook 2000:71), even mentioned.
We never even find out how the shootdown was identified as a friendly shootdown,
how the news spread within a day to the Secretary of Defense, or what the initial
reactions were. Only the story of how the rare event occurred is of interest because
of Snook’s remorselessly narrative (i.e., theoretical) focus on the causal question at
hand: How did this happen? In a setting that is an invitation to lyricism, this author
with every right to wax lyrical about how humans experience chance and intention
and meaning simply refuses to deviate from his narrative path.

Snook’s book illustrates not only the dominance of mimesis over emotion in nar-
rative social science, but also the dominance of narrative artificiality, which has its
origins in narrative’s Aristotelian imperative to instruct the reader. (Indeed, the book
ends with an appendix on “Friendly Fire Applied: Lessons for Your Organization?”)
Narrative artifice is in the first instance evident in the very intention of explaining
what is, after all, an extremely rare event, one that we would have referred immedi-
ately to simple chance had it not been for its human consequence of 26 unexpected
deaths. (Equally rare but less freighted events go undiscussed every day.)

Also undiscussed are the many results other than the shootdown of the various
causes in Snook’s master diagram. Those results are of course important reasons
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why the causes were lined up in the way that led to the shootdown. Interservice
rivalry not only leads to the shootdown, for example; it is often thought to provide
competition that leads the services to self-improvement. That is, it is believed to have
important positive outcomes, which may be what keeps it in existence despite such
occasionally disastrous results as the shootdown. But in Snook’s explicitly didactic
narrative form, we focus only on certain results of a set of causes, an approach slightly
different from the Barthesian ([1966] 1981) sucession of “kernels” and “links,” but
nonetheless standard in narrative social science. (Cf. Vaughan’s (1996) structurally
equivalent although more flowery analysis of the Challenger disaster.) This form
leads to a hierarchically structured story flow, what I have elsewhere (Abbott 1992b,
2005:396ff) called the “ancestors plot,” which looks at all the causes of a particular
event from the most immediate to the most general. It is an extremely artificial
story form. Not only does it select out of the inchoate social process a funnel of
things focusing in to one particular result, ignoring the other “descendants” of those
“ancestor” events, it also puts abstractions like “New World Order” and “Emerging
Doctrine for Operations Other than War” into the same story with empirical details
like “Helicopters not on mode I” and “F-15 Pilot Anxiety High.” (I shall later return
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both mainstream, variables sociology and narrative sociology proper). In lyrical so-
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Wind” (Chandler 1998:545). Indeed, one could take Chandler’s attempt to understand
50 years of England’s history through the literature of one year as precisely an
attempt to assert the identity of narrative and lyric, of historical time and particular
moment.

But while Chandler correctly reads the “Ode” to say that prophetic poetry can
shape the future by uttering statements in the present, this reading does not make
the “Ode” a narrative nor give it a “model of historical change” other than its
implicit assertion that action is possible in a radically free present.19 And while
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The narrative order, in the short as well as in the longer poems, is no longer lin-
ear; the natural movement of his rivers has to be reversed as well as transcended
if they are to remain usable as metaphors. (de Man 1993:92)

Moreover, de Man explicitly distinguishes lyric (“the instance of represented voice”)
(1984:261) from “the materiality of actual history” (1984:262). Indeed, in the essay
“Literary History and Literary Modernity,” he makes the radical claim that all litera-
ture is fundamentally anti-historical and notes that Baudelaire—the very paradigm of
modern lyric poetry in the standard account—is completely focused on the present,
to the exclusion of other times.

In each case, however, the “subject” Baudelaire chose for a theme is preferred
because it exists in the facticity, in the modernity, of a present that is ruled by
experiences that lie outside language and escape from the successive temporality,
the duration involved in writing. (1993:159)

The entire process [of writing] tries to outrun time, to achieve a swiftness that
would transcend the latent opposition between action and form. (1983:158)

In de Man’s view, Baudelaire—and, indeed, all lyricists or even all literature—is
always caught in the movement between act and interpretation.

The ambivalence of writing is such that it can be considered both an act and
an interpretative process that follows an act with which it cannot coincide.
(1983:152)

Interestingly, this separation of act and comment on act, of narration and inter-
pretation, echoes the linguistic analysis of tenses, which has shown fairly clearly the
existence in most European languages of two different sets of tenses, one of which
is used to tell ordered stories (narrative) and the other of which is used to provide
personal commentary on things (discourse).20

To see a moment as complete in itself yet absolutely transitory is thus the founda-
tion of the lyric sensibility. This view is seen at its most extreme in Japanese literary
aesthetics, which derives from a tradition whose major extended works—the impe-
rial poetry collections and even the enormous Tale of Genji—are lyrical rather than
narrative in overall conception. Indeed, the single most debated term in classical
Japanese criticism is the term for the transitory quality of things, mono no aware.

20I am indebted to Susan Gal for insisting on this point. The classic source on the two systems of tenses
is Benveniste (1971). See also the monumental Weinrich (1973). Barthes ([1953] 1972:25ff) differs slightly,
arguing for the separation of the two systems, but emphasizing the temporal precision of the narrative
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philosophical tradition has argued that there is an inherent inconsistency between
the view that time is tensed (time as past, present, and future) and the view that
time is an ordered sequence (of dates).23 The first view captures the idea of temporal
direction but has no account for why particular events change their quality from
future to present to past in the order that they do. The second view captures the
idea of the sequence of events, but has no account of direction. Historical narrative,
as customarily understood, is a version of the second view, tracing events from
beginning to end via the succession of events in the middle. What such narrative
loses, of course, is the fact that each one of the intermediate events was a present at
one point, and hence open to all sorts of realizations, not just the one that obtained
in actuality. This intermediate present disappears in narrative history because we
know ahead of time where the historical story ends: that Elizabeth I does not marry
Robert Dudley, that the South lost the Civil War, that Truman defeated Dewey, and
so on. To be sure, the middling events may lead us further off the “main road”
of narrative than we thought. To make us feel this extra deviation is the highest
art of the narrative historian—to make us somehow think for a moment that Amy
Robsart’s suspicious death was overlooked, that Dick Ewell did take Culp’s Hill on
the first day at Gettysburg, that the Tribune (for once) did get the election right.
But historical narratives do ultimately lead to “what did happen in the end.” The
longer the narrative we tell, the heavier is this weight of teleology, the less our story
can be an unfolding of unknowns, and the more we feel ahead of time the inevitable
emergence of whatever end did in fact close that particular narrative. By implication,
then, the indeterminate character of historical passage moment to moment is actually
clearest in the shortest possible narratives: that is, in purely momentary “stories,”
or—in another word—in lyrics.

Moment and Narrative in Ethnography

The literary and philosophical traditions are thus united in making distinctions that
justify the separation of lyric and narrative as modes of comprehension. For both, the
focus of the lyrical mode is the moment of the present. Moreover, they both imply
that—paradoxically—the best representations of historical passage as a phenomenon
are not plots, not sequences of events, but rather the momentary Bergsonian dura-
tions of tensed time, which are always centered on a particular, indexical present. This
conclusion suggests that perhaps lyrical sociology is linked directly to ethnography,
which has such a momentary quality. Indeed, ethnography has several characteristics
in common with lyric. It is written by a particular person. Since it involves being
somewhere, it is usually about a moment. And it often embodies intense personal
engagement. So it meets the three basic requisites of the lyrical stance by its very
nature. We have seen some clear examples of lyrical ethnographies—Bell and Mali-
nowski, for example—and could add many more, from Young and Willmott’s (1957)
famous examination of families in east London to the extraordinary Tristes Tropiques
of Levi-Strauss (1955).

There are qualifications to this argument. The engagement of an ethnographer
need not be a direct and emotional one. Leach’s Political Systems of Highland Burma

23The classical citation for this argument is McTaggart (1908), although a similar argument is implicit
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(1954) synthesizes an enormous amount of published material and ethnographic ex-
perience, after all, but lacks any authorial emotion other than a withering sarcasm
directed at structural-functional colleagues.24 But more important, modern ethnog-
raphy is not necessarily about moments or places. It often deliberately embeds field
work in a larger historical flow, as does Katherine Verdery’s Transylvanian Villagers
(1983), for example, or in a larger regional or social structure, as does Michael Bu-
rawoy’s Manufacturing Consent (1979).

This embedding of a local present in “larger” things (larger temporally or socially)
echoes the similar argument we saw in the Chandlerian strand of literary criticism:
that the lyrical moment is ultimately in the service of (larger) narrative. In his essay
on lyrical poetry, for example, Adorno (1989) argued explicitly that even in this
most individual of forms, social forces are clearly evident. (Indeed, he argued that
the individualism of the form is precisely what is socially formed about it.) This
position—that the apparently individual or isolated moment is the best place to see
larger social forces (rather than the best place to see transition and particularity)—is
much the same as that implicit in the works just cited by Verdery and Burawoy. And,
indeed, Burawoy (1998) makes such an argument explicitly in his call for an “extended
case method” that aims to descry large forces in particular spatial and temporal
localities. Discussion of that method can thus further specify lyrical sociology by
locating it with relation to existing sociological genres.

The extended case method (or, as Van Velsen (1967) preferred to call it, “situational
analysis”) was elaborated after 1935 by Max Gluckman and colleague Africanists
who became identified as the Manchester School of Anthropology. It was an attack
on Radcliffe-Brownian structuralism for theoretical abstraction and ahistoricism. In
rereading this tradition, Burawoy took up the second of these criticisms by reversing
the first: his solution for ahistoricism was the (quite abstract) Marxist theory of
history.

The extended case method applies reflexive science to ethnography in order to
extract the general from the unique, to move from the “micro”to the “macro,”
and to connect the present to the past in anticipation of the future, all by
building on preexisting theory. (1998:5)25

Yet although he shared Burawoy’s commitment to theory, Gluckman was in
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lamented (1947a:121) that—unlike Marxism—anthropology lacked a cohesive the-
oretical framework, giving as his own candidate for a general theory the idea of a
dominant cleavage in society (1955). This idea seems quite timid beside the sweeping
succession of modes of production in Burawoy’s Marxism, and Gluckman’s induc-
tive shuttling between historical understanding and ethnography seems equally pale
beside the almost deductive derivation of ethnographic interpretation from preexist-
ing theory in Burawoy.26 For not only does Burawoy think that the larger theory
drives ethnographic interpretation, he also believes, and far more strongly than did
Gluckman, that larger forces in fact determine ethnographic situations. It is in fact
precisely the presumption of this determination that allows Burawoy to claim that
ethnography can sustain inferences about larger forces.

Such a belief in the determination of the present (both spatial and temporal) by
“larger forces” is completely absent from lyrical sociology as I am proposing it. This
dis-attention is to some extent simply willful. The determination of a present situation
by something outside it is no reason not to celebrate or investigate or understand it
in and of itself. As one writer comments, “imagine what anthropology would look
like today . . . if Radcliffe-Brown had written Three Tribes in Western Australia’s Con-
centration Camps (i.e., instead of The Social Organization of Australian Tribes (1931).
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important, they also make a choice whether to view that present narratively or in-
stantaneously: whether it is to be a step in a longer story or a moment in itself.
Neither step absolutely denies the other, and each has it own pathology, as McTag-
gart’s (1908) century-old paper predicts. Those who believe in “larger forces” have
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led authors to define local realities (the ethnographies and the things reported in
them) by their location within “larger” social phenomena (the narratives and social
structures of colonialism). That is, although this literature aimed to abolish the “view
from nowhere” (by which term it understood the social scientific canon of objectiv-
ity), it did so by “emplacing” both viewer and viewed in specific places in a larger
narrative and in a larger structural map, which narrative and map were themselves
viewed dimensionally, rather than indexically. Paradoxically, then, this literature itself
produced a view from nowhere, just a different one from that of the objectivists.
From a lyrical point of view, embedding a present in a narrative (objective or colo-
nialist) replaces its quality of passage with a quality of teleology, and embedding
a place in a larger social structure replaces its quality of disposition—locational
indexicality—with a quality of dimensional fixedness in “larger” social entities. Lyri-
cal sociology should rather be concerned with maintaining the dispositional quality
of the object of analysis, its position in the social world as it—the object—sees that
world.37

Lyric and Emotion

Having now specified the nature of temporal and (social) spatial location—the two
types of “presentness”—in lyrical sociology, let me turn in closing to the third aspect
of the lyrical stance, that of emotional engagement. I have argued that lyrical soci-
ology is passionately engaged in its topic, that its authors take up emotional stances
both toward topic (feeling) and audience (tone). Here, lyrical sociology seems to come
closer to the new ethnography, with its concern for the subjectivity of authors. But
while the new ethnography is open to a wide variety of subjectivities—being mainly
concerned with the acknowledgment of subjectivity rather than its content—I shall
argue that the lyrical feeling and tone embody a specific emotional relation toward
both audience and material.

Authorial emotion is by no means foreign to sociological writing. Quite the con-
trary. Consider the most famous basic list of emotions, that of Ekman (1972): anger,
sadness, surprise, fear, disgust, and happiness.38 Fear and disgust are rare in soci-
ology, as is happiness (perhaps it seems insufficiently professional). But surprise is
common, being a stock in trade of literatures so disparate as ethnography of exotic
groups on the one hand and game theory and simulation modeling on the other.
Both these literatures aim to some degree to rub the readers’ noses in unexpected
things. But the reader, not the writer, is meant to feel the surprise, and this sometimes
considerable hostility makes it clear that such work is not lyrical sociology by my
definition.

37Indexicality of location (i.e., disposition) thus is more important here to lyrical sociology than is
location per se. It is possible to stress the latter without stressing the former. For an example discussing
location without indexicality, see my discussion of the importance of location in the writings of the Chicago
School (Abbott 1997). One way of maintaining indexicality of disposition is to enlist those who are studied
as privileged reporters of their own world. Certainly, this has been characteristic of the new ethnography,
as it often was of the old. In sociology, enlisting informants as investigators is a long tradition from Nels
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The remaining two emotions on Ekman’s list seem very common in sociology and
are perhaps better candidates for producing lyrical sociology: sadness in the guise of
nostalgia and anger in the guise of moral outrage. Nostalgia has pervaded writing
about society for at least a hundred years. The “eclipse of community” literature is
steeped in nostalgia, from Middletown (Lynd and Lynd 1929) to The Death and Life
of Great American Cities (Jacobs 1961) to Habits of the Heart (Bellah et al. 1985).
Indeed, the whole modernization paradigm, from Maine to Toennies to Durkheim,
has a strong element of nostalgia in it. The same emotion inhabits much of the
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a complacent reformism that is strongly emotional in its hopeful view of the world.
But there are also negatively anticipatory narrative emotions, as when futurologists
aim to panic their readers over coming changes from now to later (e.g., the tech-
nomessiahs predicting the end of books and libraries). All these “narrative emotions”
move us out of the lyrical mode and into the flow of story and event.39 A similar
analysis could be made of comparative emotions, whose positive versions pervade the
worship of markets in economics (although often with a fairly hostile tone toward
the audience, which does not sufficiently understand the “truth” of markets) and of
functional adaptations in certain schools of sociology.

But if we rule out narrative and comparative emotions, what is left for lyrical
sociology? What would we mean by an “indexical emotion,” an emotion rooted
completely in the here and now about which the author is writing? Consider the
examples of lyrical sociology given above, which show a variety of emotions: a kind
of “oh brave new world” excitement in Zorbaugh, a profound amazement and even
admiration in Malinowski (far indeed from the exasperation and rage of his diaries),
a sense of agonized confusion in Christakis, a boundless but often exasperated sym-
pathy in Thompson. Despite this variety, what these works have in common is the
intense engagement of their authors, and by extension their readers, in precisely their
indexical, located quality, the transitory and particular nature of their present here(s)
and now(s). At its best, this feeling is curious without exoticism, sympathetic without
presumption, and thoughtful without judgment. It is always aware that confusion can
come as easily from authorial misunderstanding as from subjects’ experience. In fact,
in seeking to see the world from the indexical time and place of their subjects, these
authors become all the more self-conscious about their own. Indeed, the effect of
their work is precisely to make us aware of our own mutability and particularity by
presenting to us in careful detail that of others, at a different time and place.40

It is striking that with few exceptions, this emotion—let me call it humane
sympathy—is not on the lists of psychologists and philosophers who write about
emotion. (See footnote 38.) Compassion and pity are as close as they get, but both of
these lack the reciprocal quality of humane sympathy as I envision it. They have a di-
rectional quality—from the emotionally secure self to the emotionally troubled other.
But the nature of humane sympathy reads both ways; it heightens our awareness
of our own limitation in time and pace by showing us, in all its intensity, that of
others. In their mutability and particularity, we see our own.

To be sure, this is a function of audience participation. If one reads only to find
the narrative or structural account of a temporal and social present, the lyrical text
will read as a disappointment, as I have noted above. This is clear in reviews of

39I am here making a parallel with Arthur Danto’s formal definition of “narrative sentences” as sen-
tences that inherently involve two points in time (Danto 1985:ch. 8). Note that I am not following the
account of all emotions as inherently narrative (or as being necessarily embodied in narratives) that is
given in the “narrative emotions” essay of Nussbaum, whose core argument (1988:234–35) strikes me as
specious.

40I should note that none of the lyrical works mentioned overtly tells us the emotions of its author.
Indeed, the shift from telling these emotions (as writings in the social reform tradition usually did) to
merely showing them is probably one of the key ingredients of “science” as early 20th-century sociologists
understood it. Like so many other things, this transition evinces a close parallel to lyric poetry, which
moved sharply against “telling” emotion in the modern period. Eliot’s famous “objective correlative” essay
([1919] 1975) is the classic citation on this topic (but see Miles 1942 for an interesting quantitative study).
In “The Perfect Critic” ([1920] 1975:57), Eliot went further, arguing that “[t]he end of the enjoyment of
poetry is a pure contemplation from which all accidents of personal emotion are removed: thus we aim
to see the object as it really is.” Such a statement could as easily have come from Robert Park in exactly
the same year, with the word “poetry” switched with “sociology.”
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lyrical works.41 Reviewers of Argonauts of the Western Pacific were to some extent
bewildered by Malinowski’s unwillingness to make causal arguments or to provide
an origination narrative for the kula, although they were overwhelmed by his detail
and impressed by his vividness. Reviewers of The Making of the English Working
Class divided into those who saw it as biased, ideologically nostalgic, and lacking in
causal or even narrative argument (Semmel and Smelser) and those who appreciated
its extraordinary passion and vividness but thought they saw an insufficiently coher-
ent narrative or argument. Of the latter, Bendix (1965:605) says: “The reader may in
the end complain of a lack of guidance . . . For all the hazards of conceptualization,
without it history is trackless—and very long.” Best (1965:276–77) at least admires
Thompson’s attempt at lyricism: “Now it can be said that he does his advocate’s
work very well and that some of his most memorable passages occur when he is
doing it. He delights in making that seem sensible which has usually been accounted
idiotic and in conjuring swans out of conventional geese.” But, ultimately, Best dis-
sents from Thompson’s interpretation. Far more hostile, Smelser (1966) reads what
I am calling Thompson’s lyricism as “radical historical specificity” and condemns
it as unsatisfactory historiographically because it is not oriented to explanation and
narrative causality. Zorbaugh’s reviewers were more sympathetic, all commending the
book for its vivid, literary quality and, in one case at least, strongly praising it for
what Smelser would no doubt have called its atheoreticality: “It has benefited from
the fact that its author has not compressed too harshly his human materials, alive
and often untractable, into predetermined categories” (Vance 1929:321).

Readers are thus often unwilling to read the lyrical text as anything but a failed
narrative. But for the reader who is open to it, the lyrical text provides a representa-
tion of human mutability and particularity in their most vivid form. This encounter
forces us to face two things: first, that we, too, are mutable and particular, and sec-
ond, that our here and now are radically different from those of which we read. To
be sure, these are things that we can know cognitively, but we usually forget them. As
these reviews show, while we commonly read texts in the nonindexical mode, looking
for narratives or structural accounts that explain other people’s lives by contextual-
izing them in various ways, we tend quietly to reserve to ourselves the privilege of
living in the (only) “real” here and now, in the inexplicable, indexical present. But of
course if the meaning of other people’s lives can be explained not in terms of how
they experience it but in terms of some larger narrative or social structure in which
they are embedded, so, too, can the meaning of our own. It is the merit of the lyrical
text to avoid this trap by avoiding the move to narrative or structural embedding
altogether. The lyrical text directly confronts us with the radical chasm between our
own here and now and that of its subjects. Yet while the lyrical text shows us this
chasm clearly, the chasm itself is crossed by our moral recognition of the common
humanity we share with those we read about. The central emotion aroused by lyrical
sociology is precisely this tense yoking of the vertigo of indexical difference with the
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The idea that aesthetic emotion arises in a confrontation between cognition and
morality is longstanding in our aesthetic canon. Kant ([1790] 1951) and Schiller
([1793] 2005) wrote specifically of the situation in which something that we know to
be potentially uncontrollable and frightening is tamed by the recognition that human
morality remains unthreatened by it. They called this feeling the sublime and saw it
as one of the cornerstones of aesthetics. It seems to me that the fundamental emotion
of the lyricism I have here analyzed is just such a “sublime.” On the one hand, it
confronts us with the disturbing fact of human difference; on the other, it reminds
us of the moral (and paradoxical) fact that difference—in the guises of mutability
and particularity—is something we share.

With that conclusion I come less to the end of the present argument than the
beginning of another, one that concerns the role of difference in social life and the
meaning of its study. Human life is about the positing and exploration of differences.
Our ability to see and enact so many and such variegated differences is what makes
us unique among life forms, even though those differences reify and ramify and
trap us in our own nets. But while I have no time to advance into the theory of
difference, I do think it is established that the heart of lyrical sociology is precisely
the evocation of this tension about difference: it confronts us with our temporal and
social spatial particularities in the very process of showing us those of others. In
doing so, it produces the unique emotion that I have called humane sympathy.

Other genres have sustained this feeling in other times. Rolf Lindner finds it in “the
unprejudiced and yet passionate interest in ‘real life’” of the journalists of a century
ago (Lindner 1996:202). George Levine finds it in the attempt of the 19th-century
realists “to rediscover moral order after their primary energies have been devoted
to disrupting conventions of moral judgment” (Levine 1981:20). Humane sympathy
is always under threat. Its favored genres can easily degenerate into voyeurism or
exoticism or routinism or disillusionment, as many have noted. But that there are
pathologies is no reason not to try here and now to cherish and develop the lyrical
voice. It is our best hope for a humanist sociology, one that can be profoundly moral
without being political.42

CONCLUSION

I hope in this article to have established the existence of a lyrical impulse in socio-
logical and social scientific writing. There is a place in social science for writing that
conveys an author’s emotional apprehension of social moments, that does this within
the framework of rigor and investigative detachment that we all consider the precon-
dition of our work as social scientists. As researchers, we find the social world not
only complicated and interesting, not only functional or disturbing, but also amazing
and overwhelming and joyous in its very variety and passage. Our readers should
know not only society’s causes and consequences, not only its merits and demerits,
but also, in the words of Yasunari Kawabata (1975), its beauty and sadness.

42For my definition of humanist sociology, see Abbott (forthcoming). In the interests of space, I have
cut from this article a long analysis of the various accusations against lyrical sociology that are analogous
to the accusation of “vulgarity” against lyrical poetry for its low topics and anti-pedagogical stance.
Typically, these are arguments that such sociology is “just description,” “mere journalism,” “not causal,”
“not really sociological,” and so on.
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