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Franz Schultheis

Socloanalysis beyond borders:

fieldwork in European sociology

If sociology is understood essentially as a «crisis science»,
this is not due to the fact that one gladly falls back on it, in
times of crisis, as a repair workshop in order to cushion the
social impact of dysfunctions of the economic system or of
mistaken political decisions and their consequences.

It is rather the case that central sociological concepts,
such as «habitusw, i.e. «the ensemble of social structures in-
ternalized or incorporated by the individual», are never as
empirically clear and comprehensible as in times of crisis.
Discontinuities and contradictions arise between the
durable dispositions of «habitualized practices», which re-
flect social normality and have proved their worth before
the occurrence of the crisis, and the, often, abrupt emer-
gence of new relationships and their requirements.

The consequent discrepancy between routinized men-
tal, moral and behavioural dispositions and the unfamiliar
new conditions is accompanied by a loss of orientation in
time and space and also in regard to personal identity and
role, and is frequently a source of manifold suffering.

Such a crisis, penetrating the entire social context, or, as
one used to say, «the social body», can accordingly be truly
called a «collective disorientation», to borrow a term from
the anamnesis of psychic pathologies. It can also be traced
back to the distinctly sociological concept of «anomie»
which, since Durkheim’s pathbreaking study of suicide, is
understood as the loss of reliable normative coordinates
for orientation in the social world.

Since Durkheim, we know that rapid social change, for ex-
ample in the form of a radical economic upheaval in both a
downward and an upward direction, regardless of whether
prosperity and welfare suddenly decline or increase, is ac-
companied by such disorienting consequences for the indi-
viduals concerned, and the related pathological symptoms of
suffering from loss of orientation take on in extreme cases the
form of «anomic suicide». But, according to Durkheim, they
can also occur in the shape of a radical decline in the birth
rate, as could be observed in exemplary fashion among the
inhabitants of the former GDR after the fall of the Berlin Wall.

In view of a profound and multiform crisis of society on
aglobal scale, sociology is at present more and more called
upon to fulfil its role as a crisis science and to make the cen-
tral hot spots of the crisis, whether they are located at
home or abroad, the terrain of sociological research and di-
agnosis. After all, the handwork of sociology, in the sense
of a «public sociology», consists not in waiting in the ivory
tower until the burning issues of the time come to it or land
on its desk for solution, but in undertaking a socioanalysis
of social upheavals and their after-effects in confrontation
with objective empirical circumstances, and also, specifi-
cally, with their subjective representations and interpreta-
tions by the individuals involved and acting within them.

While the processes of the so-called globalization, for
examplein the field of financial capital, are progressing at a
furious speed and are reflected not least in the symptoms
of crisis thematized above, social scientific research on
these crises continues to be largely restricted to the na-
tional contexts and their sociologies in each case, even
though the illusion is indulged in at big international con-
ferences or in scientific collections of essays that a simple
stringing together of contributions to a social issue from
various national contexts opens up the path for cross-bor-
der scientific perspectives and «transnational» diagnoses.

In order to arrive at the long overdue international
opening up of social scientific research and socio-critical
analysis, the sociologist himself must first approach the rel-
evant scenes of the events no matter how difficult the em-
pirical work may turn out to be in view of his «foreignness»
and not least of the often not inconsiderable problems of
communication. This might, at first, appear to be an unnec-
essary handicap and tempt one to follow the good advice
to «stick to one's trade» and be concerned with the home-
made social issues of one’s own country instead of wishing
to play the uninvited prophet in foreign lands. But a
weighty heuristic opportunity lies concealed behind the
factor of «foreignness»: it is accompanied by «distance» to
the apparently self-evident givens of the everyday
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life-world of another society. As a result of the lack of per-
sonal involvement in the social relationships to be dealt
with, being foreign provides the opportunity for a partici-
pant but, nonetheless, critically distanced objective ap-
proach. It offers achance fora consciously displayed «naive
curiosity» in the face of an unknown and even seemingly
«alienating» reality.

One might be tempted to consider this kind of socio-
analytical ethnography or ethnographic socioanalysis, and
the epistemic stance necessary for it, in the attempt to re-
enact interpretatively «foreign» subjective experiences
and interpretations as a special methodological path clear-
ly distinct from traditional sociological procedures. But this
would be a fallacy and would underestimate the manifold
analogies involved in the problem of understanding what
is foreign beyond class borders, distances between gener-
ations, gender differences or sub-cultural particularities in
the relationship between the researcher and the re-
searched.

The interpretative method of sociology always brings
with it the danger of ethnocentric perspectivity and theac-
companying misunderstandings and misinterpretations,
but we are then dealing precisely with specific variants
such as class or gender ethnocentrism.

But what are the epistemological interests of social sci-
ence in dealing with subjective witnesses to the experi-
ence and handling of crises in a foreign country? How far
does such an analysis remain rooted in the genre of the
ethnography of a singular case? How far can it claim to
make an exemplary contribution to the sociology of social
crises and the diagnosis of social suffering? Here one can
call to mind classical predecessors and models such as
Friedrich Engels. «In the meantime, however, the estab-
lished fact of wretched conditions in England will impel us
to establish also the fact of wretched conditions in Ger-
many», Engels wrote in the year 1845 in his preface to The
Condition of the Working Class in England, a work in which
he «wanted more than a mere abstract knowledge of my
subject; | wanted to see you in your homes, to observe you
in your every-day life, to chat with you on your condition
and grievances».

Emphasizing that in his depiction of the everyday life of
the English workers he observed and wished to observe
them not as «members of a single isolated nation» but as
men, as <human beings in the most emphatical meaning
of the word», Engels presented a relentlessly candid analy-

sis and critique of society in early industrial England’. Al-
though it had the status of a well-informed and well-docu-
mented «country study», it aimed essentially at an empiri-
cal analysis and theoretical penetration of the «social ques-
tion» of the industrial age and the corresponding forms of
human suffering in the social world which went beyond
the constraints of the national framework and the ethno-
graphic character of the subject under study. In view of the
general intention and relevance of Engels’ study, which
consciously took a concrete exemplary case as its starting
point and then passed beyond it, scarcely any readerin this
country would make the mistake of considering it primari-
ly with the curious but distanced and uninvolved gaze of
the «tourist» as an English «special case». No matter how
much the meticulously collected detailed knowledge of
English institutions (from factory laws to the school sys-
tem) and the everyday world (from family life to the popu-
lar culture of the public houses) may often «disconcert» the
German reader, the sensitively depicted conditions of hu-
man life and human fates, the social contradictions and
constraints disclosed in the work are, nonetheless, empa-
thetically comprehensible to him «ust as they are», and,
beyond all superficial exoticism, they have the character of
intercultural variations on a familiar shared basic theme.

In regard to the social question in Europe today, it can
be said that the state of crisis experienced in Greece and
mediated through this experience is not expressed in a
fundamentally different way in many neighbouring coun-
tries and that, instead of being treated as a special case, it
ought to be taken as a kind of model case. From such a so-
ciological point of view, Greece presents a huge sociologi-
cal laboratory in which all conceivable contradictions and
states of tension, all the dislocations and breaks in our con-
temporary late capitalist society are concentrated through
a burning glass, and a sociological analysis of the condi-
tions there can provide the foundation for a more compre-
hensive transnational diagnosis of society and our times.
This sociological laboratory includes, above and first of all,
the members of society affected by the crisis and their sub-
jective mental states, their changing relationships to them-
selves and their life projects in the time of crisis, their cop-
ing strategies and their resistance. It also includes the
emerging symptoms of social and subjective disorienta-
tion and the accompanying forms of hurt and suffering.
These can certainly be understood empathetically by con-
temporaries in the materially privileged north of Europe

1. K. Marx & Fr.Engels, Werke, Bd. 2, Berlin, 1976, pp. 225-507, here, p. 231. See the English translation: Fr. Engels, The condition of the working classin
England: from personal observation and authentic sources (introd.: E. Hobskawm), St. Albans: Panther Books, 1969, pp. 19,323-324.
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and can thus contribute to the prevention of shallow mor-
alization and sweeping assignments of guilt.

The research-ethical demand formulated by Bourdieu
et al,, following Spinoza, in the pathbreaking study The
Weight of the World* «Do not deplore, do not laugh, do not
hate, understand»®, acquires even greater validity when
using interpretive interviews in a foreign social context, as
in the encounter between two cultural contexts or national
affiliations structures of symbolic rule or hierarchical inter-
national relationships consciously or unconsciously assert
themselves.

This is particularly true of the case we are interested in
here, which involves sociological fieldwork dealing with
the subjective experiences and interpretations of a pro-
found social crisis. Researchers from Germany and Switzer-
land, leading economic powers in present-day Europe,
here, encounter discussion partners from Greece, the
country of the European Union most massively affected by
economic crisis, state debt and political unrest. This is a
highly problematic constellation, as the reciprocal percep-
tion and thematization of the two societies in the mass
media is evidently characterized by pronounced ambiva-
lences and tension, which can range from mockingly ironic
to aggressively stigmatizing or condescendingly pitying
attitudes, on the one side, to insinuations of Machiavellian
power strategies and imperialist plans, on the other. This
renders the realization of Spinoza's maxim, quoted above,
difficult, as we are, after all, dealing, whether willingly or
unwillingly, consciously or unconsciously, with a relation-
ship of symbolic rule, and the well-meaning gaze of the so-
cially critical social scientist who travels to Greece with the
intention of getting rid of stereotypes and contributing to
a better understanding of the experience of crisis, cannot
escape this dilemma and remains trapped in this struc-
turally skewed situation.

A relative protection against the reciprocal insinuations
and stereotyped imputations, which are to be expected,
was provided by the fact that the three participating re-
searchers were members of a Swiss university —neutrality
oblige!-, that the interview was carried out in any case in
English (i.e. in a code which was foreign for both sides) and
that the Greek intermediary who enabled the discussion to
take place already enjoyed a degree of trust on the part of
the interviewees.

Another positive effect was that our perceptible inter-
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est in the experiences and opinions of the interviewees
seems to have been spontaneously registered in a very
positive fashion, so that the interviewees were very com-
municative, although many points they discussed with us
as visitors would scarcely have been related in this way to
«locals» or people «familiar» with the situation. The discus-
sions were carried out in the style of an ethnological inter-
view with «ethnographic informants», and we deliberately
began by introducing ourselves as «visitors who had come
to Greece in order to gain an on the spot picture of daily life
there» in order to examine (self-)critically the picture pre-
sented by the media at home. All of those interviewed
seemed to be spontaneously satisfied with this approach.

The discussions were carried out in a thoroughly enjoy-
able relaxed atmosphere, although they were sometimes
highly emotional and full of political commitment, and one
could assume that we, as researchers from the north, were
perceived as disinterested short-term visitors who were
not «involved» in the conditions and problems under dis-
cussion, so that we did not need to be met with reservation
or mistrust. This also could be a strategic research advan-
tage for an outsider perspective on the social situation un-
der observation. It permitted us to put often very simple, in
part consciously naive questions, and to be always able to
reckon with empathetic and friendly explanations.

It would be conceivable, and even desirable and feasi-
ble, in terms df research strategy or of the future realization
of a socio-political treatment of Europe «from below», if, as
a second step, colleagues from Greece came to Germany to
carry out research in the field. They could conduct inter-
views here with workers or families on their everyday living
conditions and experiences and possibly acquire interest-
ing insights into social conditions, which, when viewed up
close, are by far not as attractive as when seen from a dis-
tance. Discussions with mini-jobbers, recipients of Hartz IV,
families in the lower income classes or old-age pensioners
facing the risk of poverty could give our sociological ob-
servers from Greece an insight into social realities which
could awaken memories of conditions at home and bring
up the question of transversal and deeper-lying global
macroeconomic dynamics and processes of transforma-
tion. Perhaps our Greek contemporaries would then see
that the glitter of the German economic miracle is system-
atically related to specific forms of social misery, to a dark
side in the shape of the ever-growing gap in incomes and

2. [P.Bourdieu (dir.), La misére du monde, Paris: Seuil, 1993.]

3. P. Bourdieu et al,, The weight of the world: social suffering in contem-
porary soclety, Cambridge: Polity Press, 1999, p. 19/P. Bourdieu (dir.), Das

elend der welt: zeugnisse und diagnosen alltiglichen leidens an der gesell-
schaft, Konstanz: UVK, 1997, p. 13.
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wealth, the increasing precarization of broad sectors of the
population and growing poverty in old age. Impulses for
reflection on the true economic and political causes of the
present crisis could possibly arise from such reciprocal in-
sights. Much would be gained if the victims of this crisis
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stopped putting the blame for their sufferings on one an-
other, countering the populist strategies advocated by
right-wingers on both sides with no small degree of
success: «<Do not deplore, do not laugh, do not hate, under-
stand!».
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