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When does nothing matter? If you believe 100+ years of sociology and social theory, almost always. Nothing, or the absence of particular words, phrases, identities, practices, actions, gestures, or cultural artifacts, doesn’t just happen by accident. No, absences are produced. Paying attention to that which is not there is a way of finding out how a given social order got that way and, perhaps more important, how it can be changed. While almost all scholarly attention is given to what is manifestly obviously present—racism, homophobia, imperialism, inequality, etc—and to the visible strategies for maintaining these undesirable states, the huge bulwark of silence, absence, and taken for granted routines, habits, and practices, is largely ignored. But ignoring these absences enervates the critical project, as it leaves untouched one of the most powerful bulwarks of the status quo. If we ever want to say anything credible about change in international politics, we probably should know why change is so hard in the first place.

 Below I give a few examples of how absence works, and then suggest some ways to find absence, methodologically speaking. I end with one real world application, prospectively, at least
I.
Absence in Social Theory


At least since Max Weber, scholars have realized that society is held together with a lot more than coercion and law. Weber theorized four sources of social order: instrumental rationality, normative rationality, affect, and habit. Of these four, absence entails the last. While it is largely ignored in the IR community, notable exceptions being Jennifer Mitzen and Vincent Pouliot,  social theorists generally attribute to it the vast bulk of social order we see in the world.  Structured absences play a prominent role in explaining social order. Examples include Searle’s Background,  Wittgenstein’s forms of life, Bourdieu’s doxa, etc. here) 

As Weber writes in Economy and Society, “adherence to what has…become customary is such a strong component of all conduct, and consequently, of all social action, that legal coercion, where it transforms a custom into a legal oligation often adds practically nothing to its effectiveness, and, where it opposes custom, frequently fails to influence conduct.” (p320)  Customs and habits are just done, without explicit laws or, of course, enforcement. How do we go about observing that which is “just done” if the subjects themselves are unaware of “just doing it?”

Schutz and Luckmann write that “The world of everyday life is man’s [sic] fundamental and paramount reality.”
 But how do we observe what goes unmarked by the very people that experience that reality?

Bourdieu, in Outline of a Theory of Practice, writes that “certain beliefs become unthinkable.” (p77) Social cohesion depends on us not thinking not just certain thoughts, but many thoughts. What are they? Ernest Renan once observed that constructing a nation is impossible without forgetting, forgetting events that drive parts of the nation apart. How are we to know what cannot be thought? It is precisely that which is unthought, which is absent, that can tell us how that society is held together.

Jane Cowan illustrates the stakes in finding absence in a most mundane example: drinking coffee in a Greek village. She describes how, in the course of her stay for two years! in a Greek village conducting research, a new place to drink coffee, the kafeteria, arrived in town from the city. Men and unmarried women of all ages frequented the kafeteria, but no married women of any age went. So, there is an absence to be explained. A straightforward, and intellectually arid, explanation would be they didn’t want to go. Duh. It is probably more interesting to find out why they have this “absent interest” in going to drink coffee at a new place that three-quarters of the town frequents.

Cowan’s ethnographic techniques serve well here. She writes that “while some women may genuinely have no desire to go to the kafeteria, it is not a statement that should be taken at face value. Because the formation of a desire or its absence must be examined in the context of a married woman’s powers, needs, and interests in the real world. The denial of interest is contradicted by many woman’s private confessions that they would like to go, but don’t out of fear of the possible consequences: gossip (that they are dissolute and unfaithful), censure, mockery, angry scenes at home, verbal of physical retaliation from a husband or in-law, problems for the family….”


The condition of Cowan’s Greek wives is one of “anticipatory surrender,” or the denial of oneself of interests that one knows will result in high costs if pursued. The local discourses of gender, family, and sexuality all produced that absent interest, as well as much else in that town. The idea of “anticipatory surrender,” borrowed from William Connolly, nicely captures the kind of socially and politically produced absences that play their role in buttressing a particular social order. We might ask, more locally, why still few women go into academics, political science, IR, and international security. Is anticipatory surrender at work, or should we just infer women are not so interested?


Unfortunately, absence, habit, the taken for granted, and the naturalized have one problematic feature for those of us wishing to research them: they are naturally invisible. If people do not say some words, or don’t engage in some practice, then what is left to observe is precisely nothing. Goffman complained that it is hard to study social establishments because “their prevailing standards of decorum” are taken for granted by those in them. Jervis remarked that “what is thought of as normal passes almost unnoticed.”

II.
Eight Possible Paths to Meaningful Absence


I suggest eight possible ways to research produced absences. Please come up with more and better ones. Thanx


1.
Comparison. Nothing is visible against something different, so one must compare contexts, either via subcultures within the same state, or across states altogether.


2.
Time. Also a way to compare; conduct longitudinal studies to capture change in the taken for granted in the same context.


3.
Suspect power hierarchies. Although not universally appropriate, one can observe hierarchies of power in a community, and infer from those arrangements what “goes without saying,” and then empirically verify one’s hunches. Examples include the invisible power of whiteness, masculinity, heterosexuality, and empire. The assumption is that those who are silent are not silent by choice, or, to say it another way, their interests in silence have already been discursively constructed.

Peggy McIntosh defines white (but substitute some other power here, say imperial?) privilege as “an invisible package of unearned assets which she can count on cashing in each day, but about which she was ‘meant’ to remain oblivious. White privilege is like an invisible weightless knapsack of special provisions, assurance, tools, maps, guides, codebooks, passports, visas, clothes, compass, emergency gear, and blank checks.”


4.
Transgression. Make the taken for granted visible through violating its expectations. Ethnomethodology offers itself here, but one need not be so formal or elaborate in design. Remember that inadvertent transgressions, in an ethnographic field, are just as good as deliberate disruptions. The objective is simple: “The power of zero signifiers becomes evident through transgression—their objectification in words and objects.”


5.
Observation of practices. Studying what people do may reveal their implicit knowledge, even if they cannot articulate it. Think Giddens’ practical consciousness and Bourdieu’s practical sense here.


6.
Taboos. Silences may be the product of social taboos. More strictly speaking, to use Phil Tetlock’s work, thoughts themselves may be “unthought” because of the power of taboos. Certain tradeoffs, for example, say between saving only one life of two threatened children, are literally unthinkable.

7.
Incomplete contracts. Communications and practices are always outlines, in that they can be filled in with more content. While sporadic in lived reality, there are still instances wherein subjects fill in missing content through word or deed. Still more, one can intervene and ask for more content, tho this often will not be available.


8.
Seeing from the margins. Much critical theory points out that the subordinated margins or subalterns in a society have the best vantage point to observer how society works, especially for the privileged majority. This is so because the average minority has to master two worlds, her own, and that of the majority since she has to negotiate that world. This vantage point also promises to provide difference against which the taken for granted can be compared.

III.
A Possibility


Recently I have been asked to propose an ethnography to be conducted at the Pentagon. It will be limited in scope, as I wish to avoid a security clearance which would then make my findings unpublishable. Instead, I plan to visit the DOD once a month for a year, and conduct a reading group/seminar with DOD employees, uniformed and non-, during which time we will discuss some internal document and some academic text. I will need IRB approval for deception as none of the DOD employees, save one confederate, will know that what I am really studying are not those texts, but their conversation. Any ideas you have for how to get the most out of this situation would be greatly appreciated. Thanx
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