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3. EXCURSUS: ALTERNATION Ayp,

O ACQUIRE
BIOGRAPHY (OR: HOW T RE 4
PREFABRICATED PAST)

we tried to show hoy, o
particularly likely to arise ;
a cultural situation marked by what we have e, g
“alternation,” that is, the possibility to choose between
varying and sometimes contradictory systems of mey,
ing. Before we proceed to the main part of our arg,.
ment, which will be an attempt to delineate certyi,

In the preceding chapter
ological consciousness is p

\ckey features of the sociological perspective on hun,y,

, we would lik %5 .one further momen;
ion,

at this phenomenon of © - going a little bit
off our main course and asking what significance this

"'

. phenomenon may havg for the individual trying to un-

his own biography.. This excursus may make
clearer tbat soclologxcal consciousness is not only an

intriguing historical apparition that one may profitably
study, but is also a live option for the individual seeking

; te:»-;onderézthe events of hls own hfe in some meaning-
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? And just when in the biograph e
begu:ne assume that his youthglrzal: é’o‘r’::’:om:;vxdual
Typicallys such decisions are made on the basis of e‘:hrxd'r’
that the historian or the biographer considers to lf: 5

“ points”—say, the coronation of Charlv g
or the day on which Joe Blow decides to jo;
the church and renfai? faithful to his wife. However,
even the most optimistic hxstopans and biographers
( ond, just as important, autob.wgraphers) have mo-
ments Of doubts as to .tlfe choice of these particular
ovents as the truly decisive ones. Perhaps, they may
sy, it 18 not the coronation of Charlemagne but his
conquest of the Saxons that should be taken as the

eat turning point. lfx)sr pelr)haps Lk thospoint &t
. ve up his ambition to become a writer
which Joo €27 U7 his middle age. The

:ll::';sion for one as against another ‘gvent obviously de-

1 pends on one’s frame of reference.
. This fact is not altogether hidden from commonsense
thinking. It is taken care of by the notion that a certain
. naturity is required before one can really understand
~ what one’s life has been all about. The mature con-
. geiousness"of oneself is then the one that has, so to
neak, an epistemologically privileged position. The mid-
dle-aged Joe Blow, having accepted the fact that his
Il not get to be any prettier and that his job
1t advertising manager will not become any
esting. looks back on his past and decides that
irations to possess many beautiful women
definitive-ngvel of the half-century were
aturity is) the state of mind that has
the status quo, given -

G
#ris,

been
magne
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the question of what is important and what
of view may be i

mpromise 0% another. To

: come Wiser,

} "patsijecﬁve of today has 2 00
aver the one of last year: 1ncxdentau}’, it is this
historians today

ognition that makes M o
f any notion of progress OF evolution in human

. is too easy to that our oWl age is the
e of what men have achieved SO far, so that
ast period can be judged on 2 scale of progress
s of its closeness to or distance from the point
hich we now stand. Perhaps the decisive event of
_ Jan’s history on this planet took place on a quiet after-
" poon in the year 2405 B.C. when an Egyptian priest
 woke up from his siesta and suddenly knew the final
answei1 to ttll:e riddle of human existence—and promptly
expired without telling anyone. P i
has happened since is no};hi berhaps ?Verythmg fuat
i ng but an inconsequential
postlude. Nobody can possibly kn
e o0ils Jand el cimmunizat ow, except perhaps
grettably ambiguous ons appear to be re-
But to return fr .
e problems of b(;:)n sauc;x n{etﬂphysica] speculation to
that the course of graphy, it would seem, therefore
B5 be subjected to :l events that constitute one’s life )
N be done only b thtemate interpretations. N " oas
Qad i 1 y the outside observer, so t or can this
nificance lographers may quarr 1’ so that after we're
|t We ourseles go or that thing we h:m the acal sis
S owm e, Ag o SrerPreting and ve done or said.
eite 1d reinterpreting ouf

Henri

s a enri Ber

i 8 eitorated aot of e > SHOWn, memory itself
we remember

1© Past, we reconstryer o L CL2HOD. As
in accordance with our




EX s "
. : CURSUS: ALTERNATION -\'.
jmmediate purp AND BIoG ‘
present thes th_i::ses' The rest o
upon our e : gs that we ha W.e ignore, B </
; consciousness by Ve 1gnored m Ut in the
out to us Dnliss wabise 11_SOmeme who ay.be thrust
to admit that they a terally mad points them
size that y are there, alth we shall
ot “"e are not interested °}1gh we may e tevo
.ut e things in the pa ed in them ve Wpha-
jgnore are much S thatiwsi b, d i
more helple ve have decided
nonremembrance. They are S8 ALASL ouram bt 'latinto
3 n
Fo’rus st an will, and 02: h?re to be pointed ou%
r example, in criminal proceed?nm taresinstancemi s
with evidence that w: ings) are we confronted
s e(c,ln sense is quite wrong in thmkl DAL
changi , immutable, invariable = dnifie
ging flux of th ,_as against the ever-
within 0 e present. On the co
fexi our own consciousness, the i Hm Hiw
| ble, constantly chang s past is ma eabl? and
Bt direcrolai g as our recollection reinter-
T _Hvesmlams what has happened- Thus we have
TeaR i as we have points of views. We kee :
a5 keptelplt‘ehng. our biography very much as the Stalin- 3
E ooo'e rewriting the Soviet En dia, calling forth
bmishedvm- into decisive importance gs others Were
W canto ignominious oblivion. :
 the past safely assume that this process of reshapin8
st (which probably is inherent in the very fact
homo sopiEn® if '”.°:
w

b iy 1 B itself) is as old as ,




58 INVITATION TO SOCIOLOGY
ently people

People on the move physically are frequ
who are also on the move in their self.undersbanding,
Take the amazing transformations of jdentity and self-
image that can be the result of a simpie change of
C d as the classic lo-

ur Greenwich Village withou .

Kansas City. Since jts inception as & gathefmg .pla°°
e hose interested in changing their identity, it bas
- through which

f .those ch 1 ca] paratlls
e iag SOOiOpSY ologl ap
x as through 2 magical retort going

y and women pass :
< pice Midwesterners and coming out 8s pasty de-
‘What was proper is i per after, and

.a. What used to be
becomes Jaughable, and what

- used to be obvious
»d to be one’s world becomes that which must be
ercome. Obviously going through such a transfor-
mation involves a reinterpretation of on€’s past, and 8
adical one at that. One now realizes that the great
emotional upheavals of the past were but puerile titil-
tions. that those whom one thought important people
s life were but limited provincials all along. The
events of which one used to be proud are now embar-
rassing episodes in one’s prehistory. They may even be
;pr;hesﬂ;s:i from memory if they are too much at variance
oy Thuswatze in which one wants to think of oneself
iloms day when one was class vale-
fordivc«,mana‘ thenmakesunjm om :-nsézne.s reconstructed biography
e ith oaint, _P“mdm -seeming evening when one first
“hareiieee mP“dgesusata church summer
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ot be overcome by a newer brand. : .
;ay Jater become but another H’sze?nmﬁf’, Village
gnother experiment, another mistake even, Uld‘;] s ]l:fe'
may be retrieved from the debris of discarded c h:; e;;s
ogies. For example, the conversion experience innt; ;
church camp may Jater turn out to have been the ﬁrstta
in groping towards the truth one has now

re in becoming a Catholic. And completely
ing categories may be imposed on the same

ast. Thus, for example, one may discover in one’s
psychoana]ysis that both conversion and sexual initia-
tion, both those things of which one was proud and
those of which one was ashamed, and both one’s ear-
Jier and one’s later interpretations of these events, were
part and parcel of the same neurotic syndrome. And

so on ad infinitum—and ad nauseam.

To avoid giving the preceding paragraphs the appear-
ance of a Victorian novel we have been miserly in the
use of quotation marks. All the same, it should be clear
pow that it was with tongue in cheek that we spoke
of this being « ealized” or that being “discovered.
“me” understanding of our pas
viewpoint. And, obviously, our viewpoint
“Truth,” then, is not only 2 m

of the time of day. Today’s “insight” becom
row's hﬁW .

Social mobility (the movement from one level of
society to another) has very similar consequences in
terms of the reinterpretation of one’s life as geograph-
ical mobility. Take the way in which a man’s self-image
changes 25 e raoves up the social ladder. Pesbaps the
saddest aspect of this change is the way in wl'e hg

an

oW reinterprets his relationships to the peop
. For example,

:%mt used to be closest to him :
g connected with the Little Italy of one’s chl]:l-
iew

undergoes a malevolent mutation when V1

) f:sm the vantage point of the suburban home that one
% daydie:lavved one’s way to. The girl of one’s teen-
- bretty |, ms is transmuted into an ignorant thou

. easant, Boyhood friendships become jrritating

t is a matter O our
may change.

-

d.” The‘ y,
sl
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reminders of an embarrassing former self, long Jy
behind, together with old ideas of honor, magic gy
street-corner patriotism. Even Mamma, who used
be the orb around which the universe revolved, hy

become a silly old Italian woman one must pacify o,

jonally with the fraudulent display of an old sef
t no longer exists. Again, there are elements in thi
jcture that are probably as old as mankind, since pre
sumably the end of childhood has always meant a
eclipse of gods. What is new is that so many children
in our kind of society not only grow into adulthood
but, in doing so, move into social worlds utterly beyond

the comprehension of their parents. This is an inevitable

\consequence of massive social mobility. American sock
B e trnchliy
seemingly spend years of thef

(ﬁz\kmedmmterpreﬁ“g their own background, retelling o

ana ov
B, of wha:rtﬁgainha(to themselves and to others) the story
_and in thm);,mc: been and what they have become”
' “ritual of the minds kllhng their parents in a sacl‘ificial
they have beep” . Nefdless to add, the phrases “wha!
B in Quotation m and What they have become” belooé
the ;ryktf: llt I8 10 wonder, incidentallys that
credence in el'io ogy of Parricide has found t“dy
recently midle gjpce . OCietY and especially in 8%
WIiing of piogp, 1 S6BMents of it to whom such

s
| 2%

by legiti®®

eV nere’
- \l;
y
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sacrificing this supposed intimacy b .
B to A, and s0 on), the man wh;y hasydig;:tzrmg abm}t
in one he trusted and now pretends that he hail atlivevcext
been suspicious of him (pretending this to himselfays
much as to others)—all these are engaged in the s as
perenm’al pastime of correcting fortune by remal;ja:e
history. Now, in most of these cases, the process o%
reinterpretation is partial and at best half-conscious,
One rectifies the past where one has to, leaving un-
touched what one can incorporate into one’s present
self-image. And these .continuous modifications and ad-
justments in one’s biographical tableau are rarely in-
tegrated in a clear, consistent definition of oneself. Most
of us do not set out deliberately to paint a grand por-
trait of ourselves. Rather we stumble like over
the sprawling canvas of our self-conception, throwing
a little paint here, erasing some lines there, never really

stopping to obtain a view of the likeness we h?ve pro-
duced. In other words, we might accept the existential-

ist notion that we create ourselves if we a
servation that most of this creation 0
and at best in half-awareness. J
There are some cases, however where the refgte
Pretation of the past is part of 8 deliberate, fully l;.:n‘
Scious and intellectually integrated activity. h I;;
Pens when the reinterpretation of one’s biograP ly i
| :118 aspect of conversion to a neW religious of 1degid
,; wuh‘:'eltanschauung, that is, a universal :cneaningh K
: n which one’s biography can be ted. TS
conye graphy d his en
g 0 a religious faith can NOW understan
- the ,ﬁr evious life as a providenti mwementhis
] %immhen the mist lifted from beff”e, Confes-
b Lo o REM oAl b August
- trggyen an’s Apologia Pro . e
Q;A:m a new periodization in one’s ‘biograph)" )

B ola

-”pvre’chﬂstian and Christian, Pre-C2% o uent
" Inevitably the period coming ’bef'o,re"thf;;vﬁ
d as decisive is interpreted 8 # U gog

(A
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other words, conversion is an act in which the past i

dramatically transformed.
-Satori, the experience of {llumination sought in Zen
Buddhism, is described as “seeing things with new
eyes.” While this is manifestly apt with regard to re-
ligious conversions and mystic metamorphoses, the mod-
 Dern secular faiths provide very similar experiences for
;Q,’ their adherents. The process of becoming a Communist,
&\\ or instance, involves a drastic reassessment of one’s past
life. Just as the new Christian now understands his pre-
§ vious life as a long night of sin and alienation from the
Q))?’ saving truth, so the young Communist understands his
past as a captivity in the “false consciousness” of @
bourgeois mentality. Past events must be reinterpreted
radically. What used to be carefree joy is now classified
under the sin of pride, or what used to be personal
integrity is now seen as bourgeois sentimentality. Con-
g sequently, past relationships must be reappraised t00:
' Even the love of one’s parents may have to be dis-
;a:i)e'd as a temptation to apostasy or as treason to the
Psychoanalysis provides for many people in our 50
ciety a similar nfetbod of ordering zhze diI:crepant frag-
.-z:ggfi:hek .b‘°8mPhY in a meaningful scheme. This
T sfc‘i’:hc“hﬂ}; functional in a comfortable mid-
‘mitment dematz:i:lo b n‘latm-? for the courageous c0™"
ng within its s y religion or revolution. Contait”
cientific means s;;stem an elaborate and supposé®’
furetof dherents the luxury of a convin®

N0rp
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and beholds the Primal Father over the breakfast tq},
le.

d, once more, everything makes sense now
The experience of conversion to a m ean.in

that is capable of ordering the scattered datag ;}'stex’n
biogmphy is liberating and profoundly satis fyi: one’s
aps this bas its roots in a deep human need forg;) ger.
purposeé and intelligibility. However, the dawnin grr 3
ogu'tion that this or any other conversion is not ne c:sc-
sarily final, that one could be reconverted and re-recon:
v is one of the most terrifying ideas the mind can
have. The experience of what we have called “alterna-

tion” (which is precisely the perception of oneself in
front of an rs, each one transform-

infinite series of mirro

ing one’s image in a different potential conversion) leads
to a feeling of vertigo, 2 metaphysical agoraphobia be-
fore the endlessly overlapping horizons of on€’s possible
being. It would be most gratifying if we could now
produce sociology as the miagic pill that can be swal-
lowed so that all these horizons promptly fall into place.
If we did that, we would simply be 2
romise relief from the

mythology to all the others that p
ties of the “alternation" sickness.

epistemological anxie
The sociologist, qua sociologist, cannot offer any SU
salvation (hemaybeaguruin is extract

us here). HO. i l.USt

_tivities, but that need 1o
inthathemustexls‘tina :
ing of things

E like any other man
h%@w ormation about the ultimate meaning
/18 sparse, often clearly spurious Znd_probably newf/er
:]:rw helming. He has no epis miracles of
e Indeed, the sociological frame =
| r system of interpretation t can be applie t°
’%apdthatcanbesupersededagaininOthera.
biographical hermeneutics: o
' the sociologist can provide 2 very
0008 e useful insight
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- : ]
tion in which the partioular WO pimself in this s
ds himseé this
granted. individual who fin Jay to share its sll;:?c

prone every 1d vi
e OUr wor ews (an
we cban8 retations of Ourb;l

is,

> inte
e tl(;ns ol:e social world to another
aswemOVor he TaT0 case of genius can ir.
8 E0 % meantod o1 %7 g8 8
: m other men and require thei
g 5 meanin y continue
Chur  agencies for tie TINg
<ol interpretations The beat
culture, as USt paCIﬁSt,
jentist. ut the fully

- OU 2
habituated to it. One is sane’if
%’ @ and normative assumptions.
D™ Individuals who change thelr meaning SYStS
.,* therefore, change their social relationshiPS-f-m' S
- | who redefines himself by marrying a certain WOU
| must drop the friends that do not fit this self’deﬂ“iﬁm-"
b | The Catholic marries a non-Catholic at the of b2
Catho.licism, just as the beatnik endangers h”'ideology
having lunch too often with his uptown 2
o sl constructed. The _
" conspires with his victim in -fabﬂ"aﬁug
tory for the latter, just as does thep’?"’w
patien g sthast ﬁg |

eal”
gt
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* the plausibility of what is thus inv J
. t i i
relation to the strength of the soci:lns?tial; o d.“e?t
which the invention is concocted. g L
In a later chapter we shall enlar

A : ge further

1 connection between what we think and “?;:oﬂ;,h
4 sup with. In this excursus we have merely tried to sho»:

that the experience of relativity and “alternation” is not
only a global historical phenomenon but a real existen-
tial problem in the life of the individual. The insight
of sociology into the social roots of this experience may
be slight comfort to those who would find a philosophi-
cal or theological answer to the agonizing problem thus
But in this world of painfully rationed revela-
tions one ought to be grateful for small favors. The
- sociological perspective, with its irritating interjection
~ of the question “Says who?” into the grand debate of
Weltanschauungen, introduces an element of sober
skepticism that has an immediate utility in glVlélﬂg Soé‘:
; v,

protection at least against converting too rea
ogical consciousness moves in a frame of reference
' : biography as a move"

s one to perceive One’s
s one ® O o orldsitoW 3
n and through speciic 006 F%t sy by no

B 8"




