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CONFESSIONS OF A CONVERT 
Unlike most of you, I would guess, I am a convert to sociology, and a late one at that. What conversion means, among other things, is that instead of reaching OUT toward the humanities/arts—in my case, literary studies—, I (still) work at reaching IN  to sociology.  The articulation of a culturalist approach to the social world, then, in terms that speak to sociologists, has come slowly, and imperfectly—partly by design in hopes of reaching a broader audience and partly, alas, not. 
My “confessions” therefore take the Augustinian model—not a revelation of sins (there’s no one to offer absolution in any event), but rather a profession of faith—and praise.
 FiRST, I would emphasize vital distinctions between the ways we think of, and use, cultural sociology—two in particular.
On the one hand, we consider cultural sociology as a FIELD or subfield of the discipline of sociology. This anniversary session testifies to the hard work by so many to bring this field into good standing in the ASA and, more importantly, beyond. Here debates necessarily turn on disciplinary relations. What is our connection to history and to economics, as in the concurrent sessions at this conference (although there is a certain ambiguity- “culture and the economy” when perhaps economics would be more to the point?). 
As full-fledged disciplines, these “elders” seem—from the outside— to have a coherence that we lack;  at least minimal agreement about what makes the discipline different/distinct in terms of method/ theory/ use of evidence. Such is not the case for the humanities and the arts, though the coherence increases as the field narrows (literary studies vs English Lit vs Victorian studies)
On the other hand, and precisely because cultural sociology is, relatively speaking, so young a field, we also encounter cultural matters and interests as a PERSPECTIVE.  I would argue that culturalist perspectives are especially significant for connections to the humanities and to literary studies. Here disciplinary coherence is rather lesser since it comes from—or did at one time—a set of texts/ readings that constituted the foundation of research and teaching, and training.  The humanities were not, and are not, a discipline or a field—which is their strength as well as their limitation as far as sociological borrowing is concerned. 
Then, we need to ask what USE do we sociologists make of WHICH aspect of the humanities? Do we troll for texts to support a properly sociological argument? That is, are we concerned to USE a given field and its materials as evidence for our own purposes ? Or do we examine the subjects of these fields as sociological subjects ? 
Then a crucial question—to what extent do we adopt the methods/ standards/ criteria of the field in question.?  In the last Newsletter Lyn Spillman referred to the “pesky considerations” of significance and evidence in political and economic sociology that she had to deal with—and that’s within sociology.  
For better and for worse, cultural sociology has no such direct hooks into/ lifelines to other disciplines. Historians and economists are formidable opponents; humanists, as such, are not ( at least not  until they turn into theory heads). But today’s toilers in the vineyards of the humanities do not style themselves as “humanists”—too close to the Renaissance, to tradition, to an outmoded, fusty conception of the scholar — too much like the dreadful and yet pathetic Edward Causaubon in Middlemarch.
It is well to note that this “indefinition”/fluidity has a good deal to do with the affinities between cultural sociology/ or sociology more generally, and scholarship in the humanities. THEY borrow from US all the more readily in that

1) our borders are pretty porous/ or fluid— you pick the metaphor,  

and 

2) our FFs (Founding Fathers) were grounded in the humanities that to us, appear as fields of study:  literature,  philosophy, history. Marx, Simmel, Weber are steeped in the humanistic tradition. Even Durkheim turned to French lit to illustrate his types of suicide. The styles of argumentation are familiar to those of us trained more or less traditionally and historically in literary studies, for ex. 
Addressing a general intellectual public creates commonalities- assumption of common reading list, cultural commonalities. [ Validation of sociological leanings, Lew Coser talking about Proust at ASA—I had just taken a course on Proust and considered myself quite apart from the sociologists I was meeting. Lew proved me wrong]
This approach too has weaknesses—namely in the development of a strong disciplinary presence-difference Durkheim for “technical” works like Suicide and the articles on education. Even most of Suicide isn’t technical—it’s the strength of his logic that propels the argument.
The biggest weakness of a culturalist perspective uninformed by the “pesky considerations” of sociological rules of method is that it is all to easy to end up with what I call sociology without controls.  We—quite rightly–resent being “used” and not “understood”. The integrity—such as it is—of the field is undermined.
CHARACTERISTICS OF THE HUMANITIES/ARTS that have found their way into cultural sociology, that set us apart within sociology generally. AND at the same time, this perspective attracts sociologists of all stripes.

First,  SENSITIVITY TO LANGUAGE and the SIGNIFICANCE OF TEXTS. Language is a MEDIUM OF COMMUNICATION but it is neither simple nor transparent. WORDS carry enormous freight. Not only that, they change over time- and in accordance with the times. Dictionaries are endless wonders.

SO when I encountered Elias, it was love at first page. Here was a sociologist speaking my language and showing me what it could do sociologically.  I took it as a sign that sociology just might have a place for me. I still think Elias is the cat’s pajamas. Raymond Williams’s Key Words had a similar effect—the very moving introduction about not understanding English when he came home from the army in 1945.
Second, there is an AFFECTIVE INVESTMENT in the cultural objects that we study. Beyond the psychological connection, even dependence, that all scholars have on what they study, those of us who lean on the humanities tend to have a very personal relationship to “our” cultural objects. Aesthetic criteria often come into play. We love works all the more deeply in that we judge them great.  
· Elias does more than take Erasmus as an example, in a sense, he believes in Erasmus and his project, of which he, and we, are products; Bourdieu doesn’t focus on Flaubert simply because of his centrality in the evolution of the literary field—he loves Flaubert (hated him as well at times) because of that centrality. 
· I remember going to an exhibit of 19th-c mostly “lesser” French painters with Harrison White. His evident enthusiasm made it clear that he loved “his” second-raters—though that affective engagement does not surface in his analysis of the French art world. 
· Or take this panel – I know that Victoria passionately loves the music that she writes about; Robin, I hasard, is not indifferent to the paintings that she has analyzed so perspicaciously, and her own reaction to the Vietnam Memorial can not have been unconnected to the analysis. Nor can I imagine that Dustin is indifferent to the popular music whose sites that he lists so exhuberantly on his own website. You all have similar examples and experiences.
third, is the PLEASURE PRINCIPLE. People in humanistic disciplines work at a lot of what ordinary mortals do for pleasure—they read novels, go to museums and concerts, opera, even rock and hip-hop. Our leisure is their work, and there is always some residual guilt.
· I remember from my pre-conversion days when I “did” French lit, Edward Shils asking me if I reclined on a sofa, read novels with yellow covers (the racy French ones of the 19th century) while eating chocolates. The sheer pleasure of reading works that we think are great, works to which we are drawn and in which we invests so much of ourselves—this pleasure in the cultural object is deeply suspect, at least in the puritanically inclined parts of the US. 

· Since I’ve mentioned it, take chocolate—my work on chocolate arouses evident envy from some of my sociological colleagues—along with a thinly veiled disapprobation. Food has become sociologically OK, though there was a time when real men didn’t eat quiche and certainly didn’t write about it. Chocolate is something else again. You can come up with your own examples. One important question is just how much of that pleasure does, or ought to, come through in our “properly” sociological work. Each of us supplies our own answer.
I’ll stop here though I could go on. For as Augustine impresses upon his readers, the confessions and professions of conversion are not a one-time affair. 
