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The Practical Turn?
David G. Stern

What is Practice Theory? What is a Practice?

What is “practice theory”? The best short answer is that it is any theory that treats
practice as a fundamental category, or takes practices as its point of departure.
Naturally, this answer leads to further questions. What is meant by “practices”
here? What is involved in taking practices as a point of departure or a fundamental
category, and what does that commitment amount to? And what is the point of
the contrast between a practice-based theory and one thart starts elsewhere?

Perhaps the most significant point of agreement among those who have taken
the practical turn is that it offers a way out of Procustean yer seemingly inescap-
able categories, such as subject and object, representadon and represented, con-
ceptual scheme and content, belief and desire, structure and action, rules and
their application, micre and macro, individual and totality. Instead, practice the-
orists propose that we start with practices and rethink our theories from the
ground up. Bourdieu, for instance, insists that only a theory of practice can open
up a way forward:

Objective analysis of practical apprehension of the familiar world . . . teaches us that
we shall escape from the ritual either/or choice berween objectivism and subjectiv-
ism in which the social sciences have so far allowed themselves to be trapped only if
we are prepared to inquire into the mode of production and functioning of the
practical mastery which makes possible both an objectively intelligible practice and
also an objectively enchanted experience of that practice. (Bourdieu 1977:2-3)

Two of the most important characteristics of the practical turn are a holism
abour meaning — a holism that serves to undermine rtraditional distinctions - and
an emphasis on the importance of close attention to particular practices and the
context within which they are located. But there is much less agreement as to
how practices are to be understood, and precisely how practices provide the basis
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for ovcrcomi.ng such entrenched distinctions. It would be only too easy for an
unsy@path'cnc critic to arguc that practice theorists face a dilemma: cither the
remain taclltly committed to traditional categories, or they give them up at ch:
price of failing to adopt any coherent position at all. Certainly these da: ers d
arise for the practice theorist who wishes to redraw familiar maps, or Lhoic whg
take the practical turn to lead us to give up maps in favor of in:rcstjgatin the
landscapf:. But they are no reason to think that such a project cannot succfcd
What‘ is a practice? No short answer will do here. At the very least, a practicc'is
f;omcthfng people do, not just once, but on a regular basis. Bue it ;s more than
just a disposition to behave in a certain way: the identity of a pracrice depends n
only on ?vhat people do, but also on the significance of those actionl:cand tl(: :
surroundings in which they occur. This is only to begin to answer the qucstiorcl
hov.v we are to understand “what people do” when they are engaged in a practice
or just what a practice amounts to. For there are enormous differences amon, ’
practice icorists on just this point, and the differences are far-reaching Discussioni
of practice make usc of several overlapping clusters of loosely cor-mcctcd and
ambig-uou_s terms, terms that suggest connections that lead in a number of differ-
ent dircctions. These include: activity, praxis, performance, use, language-game
customs, habit, skill, know-how, equipment, habitus, tacit knowl::dgc prcsupposi:
ton, nflc, norm, institution, paradigm, framework, tradition, conccp,tual scheme
.world\ch, background, and world-picture. One way of classifying practice theorie ,
is by. looking at which terms are central to competing conceptions of practiccs
F?r instance, one could contrast individualistic with social conceptions locai
with global, normative with descriptive, or implicit with explicit. But this ,would
bf" doubly problematic. It would reintroduce at the very bcgix.ming just tho
dichotomies that practice theory problematizes, and it would not do jus:icc o rl:
Fac: that.many of the terms in question are just as disputed as practice itself.
Ifractlcc theory” can be an clusive expression to pin down. Taking pract:ic;s as
a point of departure does not require a commitment to any particular method, or
any specific destinadon. As a result, “practice theorists™ are an unusuall div;.rse
group. "ljalk of practices has become widespread, not only in the philoZo hy of
social science, but throughout philosophy, the humanities, and the sociI:.l ys.c'-
ences. Nearly 20 years ago, in a review essay on “Theory in ar;r.hropolo since thl
§1xncs,” Ortner observed that “For the past several years, there has bcii; rowi )
interest in analysis focussed through one or another of a bundle of intcgrrclatrclg
Fcrm;: practice, praxis, action, interaction, activity, experience, performance,” and
:f:lcnnﬁcd it as one of the most promising and interesting recent trends ;n her
hcld: Referring to connected work in linguistics, sociology, history, and liter
studies, Ortner (1984:44~5) observed that “the present movement a,ppcars muac?:
broader than the field of anthropology alone.” Yet while the interest in practice
E}as orl.ly continued to grow, relatively few writers explicitly idendfy themselves as
practice theorists,” and among those who do, there is considerable disagreement
as to.who is a practice theorist and how practice theory is to be un(g:lcrstood
Practice theorists have often presented their work in a rhetoric of revolution and.
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radical change, on which almost all past work is condemned as part of a mono-
lithic “rradition.” They have rarely acknowledged in any detail the points on
which they agree with anyone other than their immediate allies. It is only recently
that the work of carcfully comparing and contrasting different practice approaches
and examining their relationship to previous work has begun; The Practice Turn
in Contemporary Theory (Schatzki et al. 2001), the first volume to bring rogether
philosophers, sociologists, and scholars of science to explore the significance of
practices in human life, was still in press when this chapter was written.
One reason for this state of affairs is that most practice theorists are opposed to
the very idea of a theory of practice, if one considers a “theory™ to be a formal
system of hypotheses that generatc explanations and predictions. However, there
is also a much more open-ended sense in which the term “theory™ is used for any
general or systematic way of approaching a given subject matter, a usage which
includes such activities as providing models, offeting exemplary studies of particu-
lar cascs, developing conceptual frameworks o categorics, or providing a gencalogy,
and it is in this sense in which “practice theory” is a theory. But cven so, it would
be a misnomer to speak of all work on practices as “practice theory,” 3s one motiva-
tion for attending closcly to practice, particularly among those most influenced
by Wittgenstein, is a thoroughgoing opposition to theorizing about practice.
On this view, it is preciscly those aspects of our practical abilities that cannot be
captured by a systematic or formal account that are the point of attending to
practice. For this reason, it can be helpful to talk more inclusively of a practical
turn, and to regard practice theory as onc part of it. One of the ironies of the
relationship between these intertwined yet opposing approaches is that practice
theorists such as Bourdieu or Bloor employ Wittgensteinian arguments for the
irreducibility of practice to theory in the service of a systematic theory of practice.
Within the field of social theory, practice talk has attracted those who see it as
a way of moving beyond traditional debates about methodology and ontology,
over whether social theory should commit itseif to giving a fundamental place to
social wholes — overarching categories such as nation, community, class, or race —
or whether it must begin with individuals, such as rational actors, human beings,
utility maximizers, or biological organisms. Thus Schatzki takes “practice theory”

to cover

a collection of accounts that promote practices as the fundamental social phenom-
enon. Such theorists as Pierre Bourdieu, Anthony Giddens, Jean-Frangois Lyotard,
Charles Taylor, and to some extent Emesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, agree that
practices are not only pivotal objects of analysis in an account of contemporary
Western socicty, but also the central phenomenon by reference to which other social
entities such as actions, institutions, and structures are to be understood. (Schatzki

1996:11)

Practice theory also offers a new approach to seemingly irresoluble problems
rule-following. Preda has proposed that practice theory is a response to
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E;?lt;lcmfs that soc,x;al theorists have faced in making sense of the assumption that
i :1 gwc:::dlslcth l::st play a foundational role in any account of human activ-
licaons W};ct docscsitt?n :acn rtcocosnstr:'lctcd from concrete examples of their
: : ‘ ay that someonc is followin fe? H
is soc.xal order achieved and reproduced? In view of the diffi lg tes that these
questions have raised for theorists who have treated Ic fe cu'ucs o
tional, practice theorists have claimed that “rcl’.hinkinnl ;;lallo?u;lg Pl
(r;izgzcgz)uoatl)l;a;(;))n 1?:; (s;ci;l order andt,hthcrcforc, of rh§ sociologiczls clz:g:p:i:ei
' : ocuscs on three constellati i ists:
zgxdlcfu ::d his collabora'tors; Harold Garfinkel’s eth(:nnosm(;ihi:f(c)::gcy tha::)d“:;z
i c:w € nqmcthodologsts such as Michael Lynch, Jeff Coulter ar’ld David
vgve;]rill, a.rtul:i Mnchcl“Calio.n and Bruno Latour’s actor-network theory.
o g:ou c; :}c;m .Elracncc'thco_ry” is most commonly applied to the relatively
ma grot op;c . ;ocn thc;msts .dJSCUSSCd by Schatzki and Preda, they are part of
roric. A suww: c;p:;ad [.?racucall rn,” and it is that turn which is my principal
P & pra;yn ::,-s d : il:tlc;sgsiliz;l:alhantccfv::dcnts from Aristotle to Marx and
\n . _ ¢ nere. For our purposes, and for man -
ucipants in the current practical turn, practice theory has its roots in the wc); bo
: . : rk of
iﬁ Hcldi:gger and Ludwig Wittgenstein, and principally Heidegger’s Bein,
e me ([1927] 1962) and Wingenstein’s Philosophical Investigati d
5 igations ([1953)

Being-in-the-World and Practical Holism

Ib?::ilcl cd.lzlagrcf:mcnts al?out theory and practice not only divide practice theorists
u u:;. lto systematic and far-reaching misunderstandings. This problem is,
Eﬁc o pa:s?rti;;utc&m the case of Heidegger and Wittgenstein, where sympath-
e b usuaHo en takcs. the .ﬁ_)rm 91'" uncritical paraphrase, and unsympathetic
e sua y turns‘thcxr wrtings into trivial falsechoods. It is for this reason
mngcnstcmimn.ly point cff dcpartu.rc Hubert Dreyfus’s lucid and provocative
interpretation of Heidegger on the primacy of practice. D.
_draWS a hf!lpﬁ.ll distinction between two kinds of holism aboﬂt mca;li rCYﬁJ;
:::zg:;a:gorin gcorcﬁcalfholiim holds that all understanding is a m:lfcral:)f
eting, ¢ sensc of applying a familiar theory, a “home lan »
unfamiliar one, the “target language.” On this Quinean mod ans have o
s_tart from our understanding of our own language ar:l r:ndd, Wc always e
:,5}::1::_, :d.z:::diof r::lcs :Imd representations, Prgac,tical holicsr::a:;d:l[:f vtf::r cr;!;;
_ ng “involves explicit beliefs and h
meaningful in specific contexts and against a backgzltllrl:isc;’ft:;::e;m O“I_Y b:
(Dreyfus 1980:7). The practical holist aprees with the theoretical holis}zr:ﬁuccs
are a,iways.alrcady within the “hermeneutic citcle” —~ we have no altcrnalj:'tc \:c
starting with our current understanding -~ but argues that theoretical holisnc:
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mistakenly conceives of understanding a language on the model of formulating
a theory, or mapping an unfamiliar landscape. This leaves out the background
practices, equipment, locations, and broader horizons that are not specific pre-
suppositions or assumptions, yet arc part and parcel of our ability to engage in
conversation or find our way about.

So long as he remains unaware of the limits inherent in his point of view on the

object, the anthropologist is condemned to adopt unwittingly for his own usc the
n which is forced on agents or groups when they lack practical

representation of actio
e themselves with an

mastery of a highly valued competence and have to provid
explicit and at least semi-formalized substitute for it in the form of a repertoire of
rules. . .. It is significant that “culture” is sometimes described as 2 map; it is the
analogy which occurs to an outsider who has to find his way around in a forcign
landscape and who compensates for his lack of practical mastery, the prerogative of
the native, by the use of a model of all possible routes. (Bourdieu 1977:2)

Considered in abstraction from its context, a rule, like an ostensive definidon,

can be made to conform with every course of action. At first sight, stating a

familiar rule, or pointing to an object in plain view, arc acts that seem entirely

straightforward and unproblematic. But with a little ingenuity, we can casily

imagine circumstances in which the rule, or the act of pointing, do not have their

usual significance. For instance, a word used in stating the rule may have been

given an unusual meaning, or the object pointed to is found by following a line

from finger to elbow. Furthermore, we can just as casily imagine that thesc
clarificatory statements are themselves open to reinterpretation. In such a case,
“we give one interpretation after another; as if each one contented us at least for
a moment, until we thought of yet another lying behind it” (Wittgenstein [1953]
1958:§201.) It is only when we rcturn to the “rough ground” (§107) and
consider the background of practices to which a rule belongs that the rule takes
on a determinate form. The theoretical holist will reply that if such a background
it must be analyzable in terms of further rules, intentions, or a tacit
belief system. In turn, the practical holist will respond thar it is a mistake to
postulate tacit belief whenever explicit beliefs cannot be found, and to fail to do
justice to the contextual, embodied, and improvisational character of practice.
Rules are not self-interpreting, and their application depends on skill: “rules
leave loop-holes open, and the practice has to speak for itself™” (Wittgenstein
1969:§139).

In Being-in-the-World, Dreyfus argues that for both Wittgenstein and Heidegger,
conformity to publicly established norms is woven into the fabric of our lives, that
“the source of the intelligibility of the world is the average public practices
through which alone there can be any understanding at all” (Dreyfus 1991:155).
The norms that are constitutive of these practices should not be understood
in terms of sharing explicidy stated or statable beliefs or values, or in terms
of conscious intentions — although these will certainly play a part from time to
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ame - bl.lt €r as y y N
. rat.h r a matter Of un.rCHCCthel aCtlIlg m [hc same way as ()t]lcls
O 1ng at “one dOCS GOOd 4 9
. cxamplc are thc wa' in hlc typ‘
i dO Wll .3 W h one lcall
COl’lfOrms to loca.l Pattcrns Of pronundatlon and COmpOrtfncut

If' I pronounce a word ot name incorrectly others will pronounce the word correct!

with a su.b.tlc stress on what I have mispronounced, and often I shape u witI: .
even noticing. (We certainly do not notice how we are shaped into stazdjn frl:t
distance from others one is supposed to stand.} (Dreyfus 1991:152}) 5

The “averageness” of thesc practices is not primarily statistical or causal: it i
the rcsuIF of the way conformity shapes what we do and what we are D;cyﬂ;:
Fcads Heidegger and Wittgenstein as replacing a view on which comml'.micar_io
is r.nadc _possiblc by our knowledge of objects by a view on which knowled I}
objects is made possible by a shared language and background practices: S:“?
have the same thing in view, because it is in the same averageness that we l.'lavc .
:imr;;)n ur.ldcrst:fndir}g of what is said” (Heidegger [1927] 1962:168). Anothci1
(Dicyﬁl[;ultg;itlh;;-pomt is to say that “our social practices embody an ontology”
o In dcfcflding Heidegger’s thesis that conformity is the source of intelligibility
reyfus cites a much-quoted passage from Wittgenstein’s Investigarions ([1953 ,
1958:§241) and provides a parenthetical translation: :

lNittgl:nstcin an.swcrs an objector’s question just as Heidegger would:

]S(-) yo}t: are saying ti?a: human agreement _dccidcs what is true and what is false?” -
tis what human beings say that is truc and false; and they agree in the language
they use. That is not agreement in opinions [intentional states] but in f gf l"?

{background practices]. (Dreyfus 1991:155) o e

W;l: can sum up th?s practical holist reading as follows: unless we shared a language
where 2 language is understood to include background practices, we could not sa);

an n true or ﬁdsc. T s has recen €. th m Clo. CI clath
3 tl resta t.hcsc Clal s In l 5 T

In. my Comn'lcntary, I spelled out Heidegger's basic theses that (1) people have
skills for coping with equipment, other people, and themselves: (2) thciI: shared
everyday coping practices conform to norms; {3} the intcrrclatcd‘tota]ity of e ar'c-
ment, norms and social roles form a whole which Heidegger calls “si niﬁcazuq:'
(4) sxgmﬁcanc; is the basis of average intelligibility; (5) this average intcll?gibiljryc:an‘
bc. further ‘amculatcd in fanguage. . .. I concluded that, for both Heidegger and
Wittgenstein, the source of the intelligibility of the world and of Dasein is th

average public practices articulated in ordinary language. (Dreyfus 2000b-1561; )

Pracn'.c-e enters r?his account in rwo different but related ways. First, there are
the familiar, if or.d.marily unnoticed, “coping skills,” that are taken for ,grantcd in
our everyday activity, which Dreyfus refers to in (1), Favored examples include
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the skills involved in pronouncing words and distance-standing, but such skills are
omnipresent in our dealings with our surroundings, others, and even ourselves.
One of the main contentions of Division 1 of Being and Time (Heidegger 1962)
is that these practices cannot be understood piecemeal. Instead they hang together
to form a whole, the phenomenon of “being-in-the-world,” which is ptior to
both self and world as those terms are ordinarily understood. This leads us from
average public practices, the particular skills that are the topic of thesis (1}, to
“significance,” the interrelated totality that is the topic of thesis (3). But this
brings us to the second level at which practice enters the account: background
coping. Significance, understood as background coping, is not something
radically different from ordinary coping, “rather, it is the same sort of coping
funcrioning as the holistic background for all purposive comportment. . . . Being-
in-the-world is just more skilled activity” (Dreyfus 1991:107). More recendy,
Dreyfus has been led to qualify this identification, acknowledging that back-
ground practices are more than the sum of our coping skills, connecting them
with Heidegger’s conception of “disclosure,” as what makes coping skills possible
(see Wrathall 2000, Dreyfus 20002:338-9.) As Rouse (2000) has observed, over-
emphasizing the contrasts between “coping skills” and explicit rule-following or
action can lead us to overlook how much they have in common. Interpreting
background practices as disclosure should not lead to an approach on which
practical activity is contrasted with the nonpractical, but rather one on which
every aspect of our lives is always alrcady within a practical horizon: “practices are
not just agents® activities but also the configuration of the world within which
these activities are significant” (Rouse 1996:133). Just what this horizon amounts
to is the principal topic of Division I of Being and Time. Without delving further
into Heideggerese and Heidegger excgesis, onc can say that it includes an ori-
entation toward others, familiar things, locations, mood, past circumstances and
future projects.

Critics of practical holism usually take talk of practices to be another way of
talking about a more familiar category, such as the causes of behavior, observable
regularities in behavior, or systems of belicf. But practices are neither simply
intentional states nor behavior, and theories of practice that attempt to account
for practices in those terms alone fail to do them justice. Readers of Heidegger
and Wittgenstein who are looking for a positive theory often take their talk of
practices or “forms of life” as a starting point for a theory of practice. The point
of the positive views would be to justify our talk of meaning and understanding,
by locating it cither within the space of causes or the space of reasons — what
Bourdieu calls the “dilemma of mechanism or finalism” (Bourdieu 1977:22).
“Mechanists™ offer a nonintentional, or nonnormative, theory of practice, by
placing it in a broader context of human behavior which can be described in
naturalistic and causal terms (sce, e.g., Bloor 1983, 1997, 2001).“Finalists” give
an intentional, or normative theory of practice, by placing it in a broader context
of human behavior which can best be described in terms of justification or reason
giving (see, ¢.g., Brandom 1994).

191



David G. Stern

However, both the n .
” > © normative and causal approach

51:::::; :n; an-d ncq;h er delivers on the Pro:l:u'sc o; sﬁ:::jlﬁ get at part of whar
e ;:oinnB cl)'ms:,admg philosophical dichotomies, They afc 3hvway .zut of the

. 1 . * (&)
oractical holismu:) ﬂlr:u, dl.llkc the Heidegger of Being-in-the-World, bscl:li:s o e
that et rs the correct way out of this dilemma - a th , ves that
er reduces practices to a system of rules nor to a ¢ alc:;)hry of practice
aus: ecory:

The place which a noti
notion as visibly ambi
anthropologi . guous as that of the L
this nfﬁong:rzlv?; hnm:lc theory cannot be fully understood Unl::ski; ?:'::pltshln
¢s a solution to the contradicti en that

rescarcher i . ctions and diffi i .
s |‘CI- is condemned by an inadequate or — which amoun cultics to which the

plicit theory of practice. (Bourdicu 1977:22) ts to the same thing -

Bourdieu believes that the notion of “

oy . o'f the rule” peovides the i

probler ﬁp;rs::cb):r liinal:;: and mechanist theories of practice, bec:zlsl:t;fnr:)o ctjh .

s for an o f ’C.lt cory of what he calls the “habitus.” Roughl sp agnc‘s

s s Bourdi : r: c;zflrcus:;)n for \.vha: other practice theorists s;cf:kc of fs,

g S i crstandm.g those skills that make explicit rule-

This e ,to are the Pnncnpal concern of his theory of practi

This theory aims ! kcto;:rcomc the dilemma of mechanism or ﬁna.lisnf tl‘n::

et fram . t makcs clear why cach of these competit fors 5
g partial description of a more complex phcnomcn[::'l ore offem 2

Two Philosophers and an i
Antiphilosophy: Kri .
] y: Kripkenstein
Winchgenstein, and Therapeutic Q 'cr_ig stein,

Wintgenstein's Philosophical Investigati
Wigensteir : igations, 2 book that maintain: “
escpuon di;yck;nuito;k thc.ory. .. .”Wc must do away with all cipdl;a:an:: ':[2/
o pl_acc . [ooki' its place . (Wittgenstein [1953] 1958:§109) is a; firs
o ey e o100k or a practice #beory, even on the loosest understandi ,
Gecpmos But ther 1;} actua!{y a close connection between Wit:tgv.-.nsn:irr:‘g
decp rooted Philompbim}p!" oso.phufal thconjizing and the theories his readers hav:
o e Phlophical I ;Tw;'m”:t While the idea that Wirtgenstein’s skeptical
oo how “? owling is possible led him to 2 theory of r:)cti
Wiy be foun md 1n$h (1958) and Fogelin ([1976] 1987) II()n kc’c
o e on K es a:jn Private lemguagc (1982) set the terms og r_hcp "
. abompru[cl:?aus V‘ffittgcnstqn as raising and responding to a ske ;u:J
e o sa; fc;mng, that is, as replying to someone who holds.p ti:
W canpoc provide a sat sfactory answer to the question about what it is to foll "
e, e ook abou::t aﬁl ra;lrgumcnt that supposedly shows there is never : "
o e mat it whether one has followed a rule correcty, be ne
e up with a reading of the rule on which anothci,actf:usf: ‘:;:‘:
n is the
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right onec. Because Kripke explicitly avoids committng himself to the view that
the argument is Wittgenstein’s, Of endorsing it himself, it is convenient to put
guestions of authorship to onc side by speaking of the skeptical view as
“Kripkcnstcin's.”

While Kripkensteinian skepticism about rule-following has few supportiers, it
has become the point of departure and disagreement for the standard approaches
to rule-following. Most readers agrec with Kripke that Wittgenstein is replying to
skepticism about rule-following, but dispute the right answer. The two main
camps are known as “individualists” and “communitarians.” «Individualists,” such
as McGinn (1984) and Blackburn (1984) maintain that a single individual can
provide the resources for a solution. In other words, the practices involved in
following a rule may be the practices of an isolated individual. «Communitarians”
such as Winch (1958) or Bioor (1983, 1997), hold that answering the skeptical

problem is only possible if onc is a member of a community — a group of a certain

“kind — and so the practices in question must be social, if not community-wide.

A further alternative is to hold that the debates between skeprics and antiskeptics,
individuaists and communitarians, miss Wittgenstein's point, which is that there
is no philosophical problem about rule-following, no “gap” between rules and
their applicaton of the kind that concemns both skeptics and antiskeptics.
Kripkensteinian theories of rule-following arc based on the mistaken expectation
that we need a theory of language and practice to justify our ralk about rules,
meaning, and understanding. On this quictist reading, Wittgenstein’s practical
rurn is not the beginning of a positive theory of practice, or a pragmatist theory
of meaning, but rather is meant as therapy, to help his readers get over their
addiction to theorizing about mind and world, language and reality. Diamond
(1991) and McDowell (1981, 1993) are prominent advocates, see also Crary and
Read (2000).

The relatively small number of passages from the Investigations that are ritually
cited as a statement of quictism are greatly outnumbered by those passages in
which skeptical and antiskeptical theories are debated and defended. Nothing
is easier than to read Wirtgenstein as cither a skeptic or an antiskeptic, theoretic
holist, practical holist, or therapeutic quictist, depending on which of those pas-
sages onc plays up and which one plays down. Not enough attention has been
given to the fact that the places where Wirtgenstein comes closest 0 endorsing
practical holism, such as Investigations §241 or §$198-202 arc responses o
aggressive questions, not dogmatic theses. The text of the Investigations is best
read as a dialogue that includes the voices of both practical holism and therapeutic
quietism, rather than as unequivocally endorsing either (sce Stern 1995:ch. 1).
This is why the book provides some support for both a communitarian practice
theory of some kind — where that term is understood broadly enough to include
the theorics constructed by Winch and Bourdicu, Bloor and Dreyfus — and for
a quietist turn away from practice theory. Nevertheless, many practice theorists
do rely on ideas they find in the Investigations, and the disputes about how to
understand practice theory, including disagreements about method and theorizing,
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};;\’r; Tsu:h wllr:o!common with broader disputes about how to read the Investiga-
— c'(scc Stern forthcoming). For this rcason, it will be helpful

: he variety of conceptions of practice by lookin, th * ‘f’
ey, g at the fate of Winch’s
pagxcr:i:r ls cxposition of Wittgcl?st.cin’s ideas about language and practice is
i oyf ir}:lcptiv;tggt because this is how Wittgenstein entered the “rationality
of b o6t s and 1970s: asa relativistic challenge to universal standards
MeCan t1y977pHos9phy and social science (sec Wilson 1970, Dallmayr and
oncary hm,' ollis and Lukes 1982, and Hiley et al. 1991). What will
ol thals not what Winch or Wittgenstein intended, but the reading of
Henot s S fg most of Winch’s readers took away from their reading of The
1565, o dc::urca;;;nu and “Understanding a primitive society” (Winch 1958
dons oo this readl gth turns some of Wittgenstein’s and Winch’s most intcrcsn'ng,
e 00O, ry | cory, more ankcnstcin than Wittgenstein, it is temptin
hi]p y tiw] ignore it. Nevertheless, it is worth discussing, not only b;causc 30 simg
EX m:sp(;f ncorts ;zlll ta;c; this undead theory for granted, but because it is a goocs.‘:
een o :1([ of how not to do practice theory, but how practice theory has
o Sysrematic f:ayu num:il:crstood. In order to put to one side questions about
e s is 3 B reading of Winch, or Wittgenstein, I will speak of the holder

s cr it may be, as “Winchgenstein.”

Winchgensteinian Practice Theory

Winch? . .
inch’s The ldea of a Socinl Science and its Relation to Philosophy defends an

interpretive approach to social sci
science that starts wi . !
granred: starts with what its subjects take for

Id . -
ingo nOthls}; :10 maintain that we must stop at the unreflective kind of understand-
prc;l‘ll_:,éosg S 9tw:ant to say that any more reflective understanding must necessarily
¢, 1 1L 15 to count as genuine understandi ici
unreflective understanding. (Winch [1958] 1990:8;;‘ ing 2 all, the partlpancs

But thi i i

o : :rr;c;lc:n::dunuldcrstandmg cannot be understood in isolation from their

eoacer practical an < tura! context, the “forms of life” of the people in ques-

o ecase of ¢ way In which what we say and do is embedded within this

e <« dnc,i :lnguagc and world are inextricably intertwined.

" cxposmgn Opr‘argumcr‘lt for these far-reaching conclusions is contained in

e o © ttegenstein on rule-following ([1958] 1990:24 -39). Winch

Lo chmnung ;)n-n that words do not have meaning in isolation from other

o ha.s " ay explain ‘wi‘lat a word means by giving a definition, but then on

il explain what.xs involved in following a definition, in usi;l th d n
same way as that laid down in the definition. For in different cgont:x‘:gor“tliz
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* Rule-following presupposes standards, and standards presupposc a co

same™ may be understood in different ways: “It is only in terms of a given ruie
that we can attach a specific sense to the words ‘the same’” ([1958] 1990:27).
But of course the same question can be raised about a rule, too: how are we to
know what is to count as following the rule in the same way? Given suthcient
ingenuity, it is always possible to think up new and unexpected ways of applying
a rule. However, in practice we all do, for the most part, conform: “given 2
certain sort of training everybody does, as a matter of course, continu¢ to use
these words in the same way as would everybody else. It is this that makes it
possible for us to attach a sense to the expression ‘the same’ in a given context”
(Winch [1958] 1990:31).

An essential part of the concept of following 2 rule, Winch contends, is the
notion of making a mistake, for if someone is teally following a rule, rather than
simply acting on whim, for instance, we must be able to distinguish between
getting it right and getting it wrong. Making a mistake is to go against something
that “is established as correct; as such, it must be recognizable as such a contraven-
tion. . . . Establishing a standard is not an activity which it makes sensc to ascribe

to any individual in complete isolation from other individuals” ({1958] 1990:32).
mmunity of

rule-followers.
The Winchgensteinian approach gives center stage to everyday action, understood

on the model of following rules. It takes for granted that those rules are usually

implicit but can, if the need arises, be stated explicitly, cither by the rule-users

themselves, or by a sympathetic investigator such as a philosopher or an anthro-

pologist. However, it is crucial to this apptoach that thosc rules only make the

sensc they do within a given form of Life which, in turn, consists of certain shared

practices. Social science then is the study of these shared practices. But how are

the practices in question to be understood? Onc possibility is that they are patterns
of activity, patterns that include action, equipment, sites of actvity, patterns that
are never preciscly and finally demarcated. This, I believe, is what Wittgenstein
proposed when he introduced the rerm “language-game™ in the opening sections
of the Investigations. In part, the term is introduced by describing some simple
practices: Wittgenstein’s “builders,” the imaginary people who follow a limited
repertoire of simple orders, children’s games with words, such as ring-a-ring-
a-roses, and the ways children learn words. But the term is also applied to any
practice in which language is involved in some way, any interweaving of human
life and language: “I shall also call the whole: the language and the activities into
which it is woven, the ‘language-game’” (Witigenstein [1953] 1958:§7).

But how many kinds of sentences are there? Say assertion, question, and command?
There are countiess kinds: countless different kinds of use of what we call “symbols,”
“words,” “sentences.” And this multiplicity is not something fixed, given once for
all: but new types of language, new language-games, 35 we may say, come into
existence, and others become obsolete and get forgotten. (We can get a rough
picture of this from changes in mathematics.)
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Here the term “lan i
: guage-game” is meant to bring i i
. : ring into

;csi::ks:f of language is part of an activity, or a ?orm otl?llz’? pnence the fct that

w . [ ’ )
e ¢ multiplicity of language-games in the following exampl i
N g orders, and obeying them - pies, and i others:

ibi .
c:;csl:n:ng the appc_a.rancc of an object, or giving its measurements -
-ctmg an object from a description (a drawin }
Speculating about an event — o
l}:ormmg and testing a hypothesis -
resenting the results of an experi i

: periment in tab i
Making up a story; and reading it - solesanl disgrams -
Play-acting -
Singing catches —
Guessing riddies -
Ma.k.ing a joke; telling it -
Solving a problem in practical arithmetic -
Ismnslkin autx;lg from one language into another —

g, thankin . . .

g, cursing, greeting, praying. (Wictgenstein [1953] 1958:§23)

A second ibility i
e mustpgcss?nlhq;a::s tfcm the appropriate notion of practice is rather that of
onceptin, Ofpmc‘;‘ ¢ for t‘.‘hc language game to go on. This complemen
conceprio ces is as “background”: as whatever must be in pl prid
ek place for the
These two interpretations of Wittgenstein i
- = practices as lan -
Cpopi;l;cskiajs Izzccll(ir;ind - are clos'cly related to Dreyfus’s dis?:il;acgtfoiar;:tswi::
o S ibirciund p;act:cc.. T:lc first incorporates aspects of both the
et ot the g 2 groun ' copm_g conceptions, minus the transcendental
oy djsposmom. o ever, it is C(?rlzs.ldcrably broader, as it extends beyond the
cauipmcns us::n dc:hgmuvtf abilities of the people involved, to include the
e ¢ environment within which the actvities in question
Winch, ini
b (;g;:i:r;x?ndsn :s::arlz ?ﬁc::co; :p;it:rmﬁof lifc’;hcrc, but there are barely a
the most diverse ways: transcendentall e a0 3 mecesy onersood In
- e 5 tr dentally {e.g., a5 a necessary conditi
gmcﬂc ixtl); gi ;?E;Sﬁlﬁ); bxologica]lyl' {c.g., an cvolur.i(a):-xyary acc:L?:t g:-rh::
ice s posibl a, hural y (e.g., a sociological or anthropological account of
980, mombess o particular social group have in common). However, in the
s thar goacee :1 iricfut;cs lwcrc usu.ally understood in terms of a set <;f rules
bt only o o changuagc in gl.:csdon, tacitly accepted by pa.rticipants,
leosennaid y rescarchers. The activities included under this conc¢eption of
iy lEuage use were extremely diverse. At one end of the spectrum
e, makire pma;;i sc;rdn{mqu small-scale, patterns of action, such as cooking ;
At the s PO » Playlng a game, praying, or carrying out an cxperiment
» there were patterns of patterns of action, which might includc.

such matters as a repi L
gional cuisine, a | . .
or Newtonian physics egal system, the Olympic tradition, religion,
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While Wittgenstein and Winch stress the ways in which “the common beha-
viour of mankind” {Wittgenstein [1953] 1958:§206) enable us to make sense
of strangers and foreigners, most Winchgensteinians have primarily conceived of
these taken-for-granted ways of behaving as specific to a given community. Even
though he later came to regret it, Winch did provide a clear and controver-
sial statement of how a relativism of standards can arise out of differences in

background:

arisc out of, and arc only intelli-

Criteria of logic are not a direct gift of God, but
It follows that one cannot apply

gible in the context of, ways of living or modes of life.
criteria of logic to modes of social life as such. For instance, science is onc such
mode and religion is another; and cach has criteria of intelligibility peculiar to itself.
So within science or religion actions can be logical or illogical . . . But we cannot
sensibly say that either the practice of science or that of religion is either illogical or

logical; both are non-logical. (Winch [1958] 1990:100-1)

Becausc the practice turn provides a way of conceiving of scientific theorizing
as a social product, the most heated controversy has been around the application
of the practice tum to knowledge, and especially scientific knowledge. Inidally,
Winchgensteinian ideas received most attention in the philosophy of anthropo-
logy, thanks to «Understanding a primitive society” (Winch 1964). But they soon
found a particularly fertile home in postpositivist philosophy of science and the
sociology of scientific knowledge (SSK), a constructionist sociology of science
that studicd the content of scientific knowledge by means of sociological methods.
Shapin (1982) is an carly and influential manifesto for SSK; Golinski (1998}
provides a somewhat uncritical overview of its reception in the history of science
and science studies. For critical philosophical discussion, sec Fine (1996), Friedman
(1998), Rouse {1996), Roth (1998), and Stern (2001).

Winch’s respect for the particularity of other cultures, and the need to under-
stand them from within, was enormously attractive to those who wished to
approach scientific cultures along comparable tincs, by combining Thomas Kuhn’s
notion of a paradigm with Winch’s account of understanding another culture.
The crucial move here was to conceive of the culture of a particular group of
scientists — onc of the scnses of Kuhn's famously slippery term, “paradigm”

- along lines suggested, if not required, by Winch’s discussion of forms of life.

David Bloor and Harry Collins understand “forms of life” to refer to specific

cultural or social groups, social entitics comparable to the “primitive societies”

discussed by Winch, or Kuhn’s scientific research cultures.

What Wittgenstein called a “pattern of life” or a “form of life” can be thought of as
a pattcen of socially sustained boundarics. (Bloor 1983:140)

the members of different cultures share differ-

To use Kuhn’s ([1962] 1996) idiom,
they live within different forms of life.

ent “paradigms,” or in Wittgensteinian terms,
{Collins [1985] 1991:15)
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The most imporrant idea drawn from the philosophy of social science was that actors
arc 1o be understood as acting within a “form of life” (Winch [1958] 1990;
Wittgenstein [1953] 1958). The idea was 1o have its counterpart, in the history of

science, in the notion of “paradigm” {Kuhn [1962] 1996). (Collins [1985] 1991:171;
cf. n.3)

While Bloor provided a more thorough and systematic interpretation of
Wittgenstein as the principal philosophical antecedent of SSK, Collins’s dis-
tinctive contribution was to provide detailed examples of how to do fieldwork
On a practice-based approach. The principal methods he pioneered were socio-
logical observation in the scientific laboratory and what became known as
“controversy studies,” which involved looking at every side of a disputed know-
ledge claim (Collins [1985] 1991, Collins and Pinch 1993, 1998). Collins and
Bloor both insist that their respective approaches are scientific, but Bloor has no
qualms about concciving of philosophy and social science as modeled on the
natural sciences while Collins, drawing on Winch and Berger, is in the Versteben
tradition.

Scientific Knowledge, an SSK textbook, states that the best way of “presenting
the individual as an active agent in the context of the sociology of science” is

“to characterize him or her as a participant in a form of life.” It explains the term
this way:

The term is Wittgenstein’s, and its usc here is testimony to the relevance of
Wittgenstein’s work, dircctly or indirectly, to the work of many sociologists. Those
who have taken up the work of Thomas Kuhn have thereby finked themselves to
Wittgenstein; so have those who have extended cthnomethods into sociology of
science. Harry Collins, who makes the most frequent explicit references to forms of
life in science, has used the work of the philosopher Peter Winch as a line of access
to Wittgenstein®s ideas. [Bloor's] finitist account of the use of scientific knowledge
in this book is another version of the same position. (Barnes et al. 1996:116)

Indeed, talk of “form of life” and “language-games” has become so widespread
in SSK, as in many areas of the social sciences and humanities, that they are
commonly used without any explicit reference to Wittgenstein. A good example
of the wider use of “forms of life” in SSK can be found in Steven Shapin
and Simon Schaffer’s much-discussed Leviathan and the Air Pump, where the

term is explicitly connected with Wittgenstein, but is used to refer to social
interests:

We intend to display scientific method as crystallizing forms of social organization
and as a means of regulating social interaction within the scientific community. To
this cnd we will make liberal, but informal, usc of Wittgenstein's notions of
2 “language-game” and a “form of life.” We mean to approach scientific method
as integrated into patterns of acrivity. ... We shall suggest that solutions to the
problems of knowledge are embedded within practical solutions to the problem of
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social order, and that differential practical solutions to the problem of socmlsggdf;
encapsulate contrasting practical solutions to the problem of knowledge. (Shap

and Schaffer 1985:14-15)

i ¢, and
But such “practical solutions” conceal a great deal of thtforeucal lbalggiﬁc, anc
critics have replied that the appeal to practice is no solution at all. dr; e new
section, 1 outline some of the main criticisms that have been direc
el

Winchgensteinian practice theory.

From Winchgenstein to Frankenstein

For over 40 years, Ernest Gellner was one o_f the lcadin.g cﬁﬁcsbs()fl:ﬂfx;;"g:;s;c;!;
and Wittgensteinian “ordinary language” .phxlosophy. F—hs first . L,;n fords ans
Things (1959), anticipates current objections to practice thwry{ggs)gd;sﬁus e
Solitude: Wittgenstein, Malinowski an: the dff:b:fmg dﬁfrmtr:: c(aﬂy rtaetsein
itique i ncise condemnation. According to y . stein,
z:: q::t}l::: ca); 0r_ht: Tractatus, had based his philosophy on wo mgr;c:xc;zi
abstract universal rcason and sensory expericnce. Gcl.lfu:r sees this asas WZ ”
prison: starting with logic and an individual’s experience, r.hcr.c: ,:s m;vc f)rrom
escaping that isolated prcdicamcn;t. chil;lcr ;{xl::a;nuig“:liiir;:;im t;cnzomdcﬁon
“ ” “late” philosophy by the “Habs : ©
::t Ei]:lz;c :::':h z:m, and ptwo onﬁ(, options swu'iiabk to human rhou%n [(h(ic::;r
1998:72); individualism or communitarian views of knowl.:«:lga::rh na!temadvé
knowledge is a relationship between an individual an_d nature. The crnatve
view is that knowledge is essentially social. Gellner attribures this commu

view to Wittgenstein’s later philosophy:

The second option views human thought and la.nguagc as chbodlzd mdslys;:)crf\csalcl);
social custorn, cach tied to the community whlch. cmplo‘ys IF, an hca . :: A
ultimate, self-validating, and beyond any other pOSSIbl? validaton. 'l[('nc ‘:u;r o
community, expressed in speech, is the only law mankind can ever kno .

(Gellner 1998:72)

Political conservatives used practice both to undcrwri!:c. the customs aréd l;ri(::s
tion of their country, region, or race, anc.l to attack political .rcformers. e:o t-ndis_
Wittgenstein is a philosophical conservative who used practice as 3 w:;\yf o
missing sceptical doubts and mctaphymc.al systems: our or.dma;"y ways o gthcg
on are in order, just as they are. They neither need any ]ustiﬁcat}on, nor cz;[n :lr
be given one. This was “a philosophy which asserts that no ra'no‘nal,l mtc‘ ectu
rcagn can possibly be found for any hun‘{an p}'acﬁcc, but that its lrSUﬁiaué:u:i:.
only be found by its place in a ‘form of life’, in othcr“words, acu ;-Trc { chnet
1998:105). But it is Geliner who is trapped by the Habsburg dilemma,
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iﬁc“;;gn] no way out of it, he can only make sense of Wittgenstein as an enemy of
€ 1g%1tcnmcnt who retreated to an ontology of cultural traditions, rephrasin
conservative dogmas as linguistic philosophy: P ¢

VWt"tgc?stcin ’s' thc().ry of.' language, central to his philosophy, is but a coded theory of

so;jlcty. mankind h\_rcs in cultural communities or, in his words, “forms of lifc,”

wa!ch are .sclf-sustaming, sclf-legitimating, logically and normatively final Tl';c

;:c qp;)ci:; is that thc. issu;1 concerning the validation of linguistic habits is m lcffcct
on concerning the validity and justification of social i

and the two issues become fused. {Gellner 1998:14) procrices snd customs

“CS;:I;‘;; Cg:ts ar;)unc‘i th: Problcm rhat_ there is no direct textual support for this

ooded ry o society” in th'.: Investigations by saying that while Wittgenstein
was primarily interested in applying this theory to traditional philosophical

problems, it was Winchgensteinians who turned it into a cultural ch;itimatiI:)nf:

;Vittgc'nstcin prca(.:hcd relativistic populism in the abstract, in general, without
m:o:nﬂg any particular cultul:al cocoon, By contrast, his followers 47, IrI practice
cployment of the technique aimed not merely at obviating alleged pscudo-,

problems, . . . but also at positi indicati i “
008 160 at positively vindicating their own “common sense™. (Gellner

mg:cllc?l:cs cnt‘1qulc is both epistemic and polideal. The rejection of culturally
nscend vrl:st criteria is bad theory of kf'lowlcdgc, because it leads to an irration-
e relay m on which every aflturc is internally self-validating, and immune
Bl criticism. Equa]ly? it is bad political theory, because it discards the
e ent project of rauo.nal debate for a hazy and treacherous notion of
a uc?n, !ockmg cach culture into a self-contained prison. Gellner characteri
this rejecdon of culture-transcendent rationality as relativism. But it also hnzcs
foundationalist aspect: because practices provide the ultimate basis for a cul - ’a
standards, they take on a foundational role for the culture, albeit an “i mr:l’f
:ril:}; ’lt'}ll'lus(,)itgrg Fuller classifies Kuhn and Wittgenstein as ﬁ;undationalisl;tc::rﬂy
. c LOGY of the foundatons shifting from propositio ,
tices” (Fuller June 17, 2000, email to HOPOS-L@listserv nic)i po' " o Balle
oot ’ / .nd.edu; see also Fuller
Tum;r)l-997, and the 1997 Human Studies articles by Lynch, Pickering, and
Turner’s objections to practice talk in social theory (1994, 1997), provide th
ﬁllicst statement of the problem of the ontological status o,f pracd;cps andc :
tlcula.rly on their role in the transmission of culture. Turner contcn,ds thpm:;'
pracucc-s are to do the work they are assigned by practice theory, then th e
something that each member of a community has, and can pass on, to oth cy]:r .
what can this thing be, if it is to ensure the maintenance of a culturc’e';s. o
argucs th.at ultimately it is just a loose way of talking that has rm'sléd um'al'
theorists into befieving that something substantial lics behind our actionssol?jt
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this notion of a practice as a “shared possession” is incoherent, “causaily ludi-
crous.” For a shared practice must “be transmitted from person to person. But no
account of the acquisition of practices that makes scnse causally supports the idea
that the same internal thing, the same practice, is reproduced in anocther person”
(Turner 1994:13). Turner is surely right that if we conceive of practces as akin to
tacit beliefs — hidden, inner objects, that are causally responsible for our behavior
— then the very notion of a social theory of practice is ludicrous, and there are
insuperable difficulties in understanding how that thing can be transmitted. Turner
advises us to replace practice talk with Humean “habits,” observable patterns of
behavior that do not presuppose a concealed cause.

If practice theory leaves us with a choice between occult objects and observ-
able habits, or empty self-justification and democratic debate, then there is little
doubt which choice is preferable. Certainly, these are forceful objectons to
some formulations of practice theory, but they do not show that the practical
rurn must.lead to a dead end. One can read Heidegger, Wittgenstein, Kuhn, and
their followers with Turner as relying on a shadowy, all-powerful and hidden
notion of practice that, like the Wizard of Oz, is a deceptive subterfuge. But
Wittgenstein is one of the greatest critics of the myth that the phenomena of
our everyday lives must be explained by something invisible that lics behind
them, and much of what Heidegger and Kuhn have to say about practice can
be read in this way. While Wittgenstein and Heidegger have certainly inspired
theories of practice that substitute magic and just-so stories for hard work, their
work is also a resource for those who wish to investigate practices without being
burdened by a theory of practices as hidden forces (cf. Rorty 1993, Stern 1997,

2000).

Investigating Practices

Practice theorists are drawn toward the idea that it is possible to navigate berween
the opposing dangers of subjectivism and objectivism, between description of
our experience of agency and a deterministic social theory. Yet every attempt
at such a theory has immediately found detractors who argue that it fails to
wanscend the dilemmas of subjectivism and objectivism. Here, we seem to be
very close to what Kant calls an “antinomy” in the Critiqgue of Pure Reason: a
dispute in which two opposing positions appcar to cxhaust the range of possible
views, yet each of which has telling objections to the other. Like Kant, practice
theorists have attempted to resolve the dilemma by providing 2 broader per-
spective from which cach opponent can be scen to be partially right, and parti-
ally wrong. Yet these attempts have always met with the criticism that they
arc only new versions of familiar, and unsuccesful, answers to the problems at
hand. Bourdieu’s theory of habitus, the key to his own reply to the antinomy of
finalism and materialism, has repeatedly been charged with this very failing. The
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standard objection to the notion of habitus in the secondary literature is that it
“slips back into exactly the kind of objectivism Bourdicu refutes” (King 2000:418).
For Boudieu holds that the perceptual structure and embodied dispositions that
comprisc the habitus arc directly derived from the individuals’ socioeconomic
or structural positions. “Each agent, wittingly or unwittingly, willy nilly, is a
reproducer of objective meaning. . .. his actions and words are the product of
a modus operandi of which he is not the producer and has no conscious mas-
tery” (Bourdieu 1977:79). However, King goes on to point out that while there
is ample cvidence one can cite for this reading, one can also find a second,
incompatible, strand of thought within Bourdicu’s writing that points toward a
“non-dualistic social theory founded on intersubjective, meaningful practice”
(Bourdien 1977:79). ‘

The central idea that motivates this second strand is a close description of
virtuosos, experts at work, of cases of intimate understanding revealed in excep-
tionally skillful practical proficiency. The aim is to characterize a practical flexibility
that outruns any mechanical application of finally stated principles. Faced with an
unanticipated challenge, the virtuoso draws on his or her grasp of the entire
situation to come up with a creative response that goes beyond precedent yet can,
retrospectively, be recognized as a masterful response to the problem in hand.
(CE. Drcyfus 2000b for an Aristotelian reading of Heidegger along these lines.)
This sccond strand of Bourdieu’s work conceives of social life as a “mutually
negotiated network of interactions and practices between individuals which is
always necessarily open to strategic transformation” (King 2000:431). King
insists that this does not “involve a retreat into subjectivism,” but the critic of
practice theory can respond that celebrating the virtuoso’s “strategic transforma-
ton” of established precedents does not resolve practice theory’s basic dilemma.
If the transformation in question is ultimately a product of the virtuoso’s socio-
economic position, then we are back with the first, objectivist, strand of thought.
If it is not susceptible to objectivist explanation, then either we are back with a
subjectivist celebration of individual creativity, or we arc stll unstably moving
between objectivist and subjectivist approaches.

While Dreyfus stresses the parallels between his reading of Heidegger and the
later Wittgenstein’s insistence on the primacy of practice, he does not lose sight
of the principal disanalogy between the carly Heidegger and the later Wittgenstein,
Heidegger’s “existental analytic,” his elaborate account of the structure of the
background of everyday activity, is a systcmatic theory of practice, while
Wittgenstein “is convinced that the practices that make up the human form of life
are a hopeless tangle . . . and warns against any attempt 1o systematize this hurly-
burly” (Dreyfus 1991:7). But Wittgenstein’s description of this “hurly-burly” is
only a “hopeless rangle” from the perspective of an inveterate systematizer. For
those looking for an approach to practice that starts from particular cases, for
a way of investigating practices without doing practice theory, Wittgenstein’s
unsystermnatic approach holds out the hope of doing justice to the indefinite and
multicolored filigree of everyday life:
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roach to practice th ! _
?il;lt)all and complexity of the complicated patterns that make up our lives. How

onc attracted to go b
:i‘;;;l;odcas::{ibing the detail of cur e\‘rc.ryday livc.s, Sl.‘lch an approac;h 15:}:11‘11 maﬁ
naive cmpiricism or extreme subjectivism, a‘rmsguldcq at;:‘m?[t' ouilh ] Cﬂﬁé
theorizing in favor of a ﬁrst—pcrso; pcrs'pc;:;:l:t\:c on social life. To s y

ini iption is so atheoreti a ‘
z‘?:tgpc:ct;f: atrllmcd::ycn ll:;(l discarding the goals of system and Eigor, it avo:::ls the
problems involved in trying to formulate a th(:,ory of practice, put no or;gfc;
has the cxplanatory power of the original, admittedly qublcmaua, n(;t::;ﬁous
theory of practice. On the other hand, to a Wittgensteinian, a more

We judge an action according 1o its background wi.thin human life, a.nd tk:sE:?ai:;
ground is not monochrome, but we might picture .1t as a very compln_:atef lgthc
pattern, which, 1o be sure, we can’t copy, but' which we can r‘ccogmze ron;)uld
gencral impression it makes. The background is the .bustlc of l{ﬁ:. . .fHO“.’-i coue
human behaviour be described? Surcly only by showing the actions of a vabu:)rthc
humans, as they are all mixed together. Not wh.at on¢ man is do.mg nm;’..t e
whole hurly-burly, is the background against Whl'Ch we sec an acu_on,l ;go.l Py
mines our judgment, our coOncepts, and our reactions. (Wittgenstein :§ R

629)

i i i icularly clear statement of an
this passage, Wittgenstein provides a particu :
- i at insists on staying on the surfacc, by attending to the

the idea that the social scientist must go beyond

t it no longer holds out the hope

approach that aims to discern a systematic pattern bchinc.l thc.phc.norncn;, st:l:z :s
Bourdieu’s theory of practice, goes too far in 'thc opposite direction, su st ou%.
a theory of fictitious forces for close obscrvation <_)f what actually goes on }ll?ch '
lives. Perhaps it is the protean character of practice t?\cory, tht". way in d\:; ch 1t
holds out the promise of accommodating both thc- aim of a niorouscl < rgo of
socicty, and the desire for a close description of Pamcula.rs, that as ma ; ( bob
so attractive and so hard to pin down. It remains an open question whe

i i rovides a consistent resolution of
is possible to produce a practice theory that p

this conflict.
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thank Eike von Savigny, Karin Knorr Cetina, and Alex Preda fo.r guu:‘hng a.nd support-
ing my rescarch on practice theory. In Iowa, I was aided b'y discussion Mttll{n.l:ny 2:'
my colleagues in the Department of Philosophy anq students in my Fall 200(2: e f:gtignc
course, but T am especially grateful to Laird Addis, Panayot Butc'h\'arov, Or:tél:l |
Cambras, Phillip Cummins, David Depew, Richa:rd Fumerton, Dar.ucl G;oss, :n < :rzr
Herr, for their persistent and constructive questions. Ted Schatzkt and Stephen Turn
provided extremely helpful comments on a final draft of this paper.
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