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SYMBOLIC STORIES AS SOCIAL CONTROL

MICHAEL G. LAWLER*

When I was an undergraduate student, my favorite professor
was a man who was known, affectionately, by all and sundry as
"Old Square Brains." Stories about Old Square Brains were myr-
iad. They ranged from how he organized his morning, to how he
planted his garden, to how he made love. I cannot now remember
what he ever said in any given lecture, but I can remember vividly
each and every story that detailed lovingly how he did whatever he
did. Old Square Brains was controlled by a rigid and almost
mechanical logic, which he passed on to his students and which
still haunts me in nightmares in times of anything less than his
demanded rigor.

Bill Hewlett and Dave Packard, the founder-owners of Hew-
lett-Packard, are equally lionized in story. New employees at Hew-
lett-Packard learn from a slide show how Bill and Dave (not Mr.
Hewlett and Mr. Packard) started the company in Bill's garage and
made some of their first products in the Hewlett's kitchen oven.
They learn also from the stories that circulate freely in the com-
pany that Bill and Dave expect their employees to call them by
their first names, that they will never go into long-term debt and
that they will never resort to layoffs to cut costs.1 Another, over-
arching, idea is learned from the stories, namely, the Hewlett-
Packard way. And it is learned much more concretely and, there-
fore, effectively than any formalized statement of institutional pur-
pose could ever communicate it.

The Wabende tribe in East Africa, like every other tribe known
to human kind, have their stories. One of them is a delightful story
about how God, having created all the animals that roam the earth,
including man and woman, decided to visit his creatures and offer
them the gift of immortality. His visit took place in mid-afternoon
one hot day when all creatures were asleep-all, that is, except the
snake. "Who wishes not to die?," God asked of anyone who would
hear. "I do," replied the wakeful snake. And so the snake does not
die, while all other animals, including man and woman, do.
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There is another tribe, the Americans, that have a story about
causality. Their story recounts that events occur when there are
present causes adequate to make them occur. It tells how earth-
quakes occur because of movement along fault lines; how Mount
St. Helen erupts because of the insupportable pressures of inter-
nal gases; how Mrs. Lemkowski is so much better because doctors
removed the small tumour from her left breast by removing her
left breast. A vital, functional feature of this American story is that
it denigrates any other causality story, such as one which recounts
that events occur when there are present "persons" with the power
to make them occur. The Wabende, of course, have such a story of
personal causality. So, too, did Jesus and the men and women of
his time and place, including the writers of the New Testament.

Now the stories about Old Square Brains and the Hewlett-
Packard, the Wabende story about immortality, and the American
causality story are technically different kinds of stories. But I pro-
pose for the purposes of this paper to treat them all as scripts, that
is, "coherent sequence (s) of events expected by the individual, in-
volving him either as a participant or as an observer,"'2 and as sym-
bolic stories intending meanings other than their obvious literal
ones. The proposal of this paper is to argue that such scripts and
stories function as mechanisms of social control. But to accom-
plish this I must set forth, first, the notion of symbol and, secondly,
the notion of control.

SYMBOL AND SYMBOLIC STORY

Social commentators are agreed that the distinctive character-
istic of the human animal is that it is a symbolic animal. Men and
women are ultimately distinguished from their counterparts in the
animal kingdom not by anything physiological, but by something
anthropological. Ernst Cassirer suggests that that something is a
new way of adapting to their environment. Over and above the re-
ceptor and effector systems common to all animals, humans have
created a third system, namely, a symbolic system. "This new ac-
quisition transforms the whole of human life. As compared with
the other animals, man lives not merely in a broader reality; he
lives, so to speak, in a new dimension of reality."'3 That new, adap-
tive dimension is the symbolic dimension.

2. Robert P. Abelson, "Script Processing in Attitude Formation and Decision
Making," in J.S. Carroll and J.W. Payne (eds.), Cognition and Social Behavior
(New Jersey: Erblaum, 1976), p.3 3 .

3. Ernst Cassirer, An Essay on Man: an Introduction to a Philosophy of
Human Culture (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1944), p.2 6 .
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Men and women live not only in a physical-biological universe,
but also in human universe, a universe which is mediated by
meaning. They ask not only what a thing is, but also what it
means. It is the answer to this meaning question that constitutes
the specifically human world in which men and women live out
their lives, and that answer is mediated in symbol. There are two
words here on which I shall place a heavy weight. One is the word
symbol, the other the word meaning. As both are used to refer to a
wide variety of meanings, frequently, indeed, several of these vari-
ous meanings simultaneously, I must try to define precisely what I
mean by them. For though definitions are in no way ultimate, they
do help insight and understanding by introducing verbal clarity.

By symbol I mean a concrete reality-person, thing or action-
which serves as a vehicle for the conception of some abstract idea,
judgment, value or belief. The conception, not the act of concep-
tion, the conceptio concipiens, but the passive product of that act,
the conceptio concepta, the objective conceptual form, is the mean-
ing of the symbol. As I understand it, symbol and meaning are re-
lated polarly, that is, though they are theoretically distinguishable,
they are in no way separable. Each is definable, as I have indeed
defined them, only under the presupposition of the other, in a way
analogous to the classical relationship between body and soul. As
there are no souls without bodies, so there are no articulated
meanings without symbols; as there are no bodies without souls,
so there are no symbols without meanings.4

A symbol, then, is some concrete reality which serves as vehi-
cle for the concretization of some abstract meaning. Precisely as
symbol, and not simply as concrete reality, it is bipolar; its mean-
ings cluster around two poles. Anthropologist Victor Turner
names these poles the orectic and the ideological poles. 5 The orec-

4. For readers in the Western ideological tradition accustomed to hearing and
using the Aristotelian-Thomistic body-soul terminology, it may be useful here to
recall its meaning in that tradition. "Man consists of 'body' and 'soul'. But in Tho-
mist metaphysics... one is bound to say that man consists of materia prima and of
anima as unicaforma and actualitas of this materia prima, so that 'body' already
implies the informing actuality of the 'soul' and hence is not another part of man
beside the soul. And body and soul, if the doctrine of anima-forma corporis is re-
ally understood and taken seriously, are two meta-physical principles of one single
being, and not two beings, each of which could be met with experimentally." Karl
Rahner, 'The Hermeneutics of Eschatological Assertions," in Theological Investiga-
tions (London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 1966), IV:340.
The ease with which those who claim to speak for the Thomistic tradition forget the
meta-physical nature of "body" and "soul" and speak of, and deal with, them as if
they were separate things is a splendid example of how the meanings of any given
symbol may be forgotten and/or transmuted.

5. See Victor Turner, "Symbolic Studies," Annual Review of Anthropology
(1975):156.
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tic pole is the concrete object with its cluster of physical and physi-
ological meanings: a square, perhaps, with its rigid geometric
symmetry; a name, perhaps, such as Bill and Dave, with its conno-
tations of human interpersonality; a snake, perhaps, which con-
stantly "revitalizes" itself by sloughing off its old skin and
replacing it with new. The ideological pole is the symbol with its
clusters of embodied abstract meanings: a square, perhaps, em-
bodying all that is symmetrical and, therefore, predictable in
human meaning, judgment, value, belief and behavior; a name,
perhaps, embodying the essentially human, as distinct from formal
and institutional, ethos of Hewlett-Packard; a snake, perhaps, em-
bodying the meanings, the values, the beliefs, the despairs in the
perennial human search for immortality.

Paul Ricouer also calls attention to the bipolarity of symbols,
dealing with it within a cognitive paradigm as "double intentional-
ity."6 The object which is also symbol intends meanings on two
different levels. On one level, the level of object, it intends a set of
literal meanings connoted by a name, a square, a snake. On an-
other level, the level of symbol, it intends another set of meanings
donated from the literal level, all that is unwaveringly symmetrical
and predictable in a human life, all that is interhuman and inter-
personal, all that is involved in the human desire for immortality.
This givenness of the symbolic meanings in the literal ones is one
source of both the power and the mystery of symbols. Symbols
point to meanings beyond their literal and obvious ones, and re-
quire interpretation. As Ricouer claims, symbols give rise to
thought. Via these thoughts, they give rise also to feelings and
strivings.

7

STORIES AND SOCIAL CONTROL

Anthropologists have long recognized the myths and other
.symbolic stories told in societies as critical to an understanding of
those societies. Myth presents in narrative form a societ-y's answer
to some crucial questions: what is our world, my world, like?; who
are we, who am I?; what do we, I, value? Emile Durkheim's magis-
terial study argues that myths portray concretely the values of any
given society, and further that they portray concretely the society
itself as God.8 Myths portray and offer models of experience and

6. Paul Ricoeur, The Symbolism of Evil (New York: Harper and Row, 1967),
pp.14 -1 8 .

7. See Michael G. Lawler, "Christian Rituals: An Essay in Sacramental Sym-
bolisms," in Horizons 7 (1980): 7-35.

8. Emlie Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. J.W.
Swain (New York: Free Press, 1965).
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reality for a society, and not only models of but also models for
experience. They have "an intrinsic double aspect: they give
meaning, that is, objective conceptual form, to social and psycho-
logical reality both by shaping themselves to it and by shaping it to
themselves."9 The citizens of a society are part of the social and
psychological reality that is shaped by myth. They take their iden-
tity, at least in part, from the events recorded in myth which, they
believe, have made them what they are. And so they take also
their patterns of action from the mythical and symbolic exemplars.

The stories of Old Square Brains, in all their legendary detail
and apparent innocence, model for those who accept them and al-
low themselves to be affected by them a way to be human, a way
that is consistently rational. Who are we humans in the endless
flux of reality and experience? We are rational animals. How
should we behave? We should behave as rational animals, consist-
ently logical in everything we do. In the very same way, the Hew-
lett-Packard stories provide models of and models for business
reality and experience the Hewlett-Packard way. It is a way, so the
stories assure us, that is interhuman and interpersonal, a way in
which employees can feel secure with their bosses and with their
job tenure, for Bill and Dave will never sacrifice the human reali-
ties to maximize non-human realities like profit. The Wabende
myth models what human reality is inevitably like, transient and
doomed to death; it informs men and women that their mortality is
now inescapable, and invites their action of facing up to transience,
hoping for the gift that is in the hands of God. The American cau-
sality story, which is, of course, not just an American story but a
universal Western one, offers a model of and for experience and
reality that is as rationally rigid and predictable as any of Old
Square Brains' actions ever were. It informs Americans that they
are rational animals and that every event that occurs has a ration-
ally adequate cause. As Americans, therefore, we seek such
causes for events, and brook no "primitive" explanations such as
an event was caused by some spirit. Any event which is not open
to such rational explanation is judged to be either non-factual (it
did not really happen) or a "miracle". But more of this anon.

The point about all this is that the judgments that are made
about the nature of the human animal, about a way to conduct
business, about death and immortality, about causality, are made
not as the exclusive result of some painstakingly rational and ob-
jective process. Involved in the process is a vision of reality and

9. Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books,
1973), p. 93.
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experience defined in advance by some symbolic story. The sto-
ries are learned in that broad educational process known as social-
ization or enculturation in and by which an individual is made a
participating member of some society or culture. Now culture re-
fers to a set of people, things and actions which are socially sym-
boled, that is, as we have seen, endowed with non-concrete
meanings. It is, therefore, a set of meanings and values patterning
a common way of life. Socialization names a process in and by
which an individual learns and accepts the symbols, meanings and
values of a common way of life as adequate models of and for expe-
rience and reality, and lives into those meanings and values in his
and her everyday life. Sociologists Berger and Luckmann have
dissected that process of socialization into three moments: a mo-
ment of externalization, a moment of objectivation, a moment of
internalization. 10

Men and women do not have the genetically-given relationship
to the world that beavers have, for example, to building dams.
They must work out their relationships to it. This they do by sym-
boling, by creating culture, which is nothing but an externalized
product of human symboling activity. To speak of culture, though,
as an externalized product of human action is already to suggest
that the product attains some sort of autonomy with respect to its
creator. It is already to suggest that symbols, meanings and values
are transformed from being only models of reality to being also
models for reality. The process in and through which this transfor-
mation occurs is what is intended by objectivation. Human sym-
bolic meaning becomes something out there in the world apart
from men and women, a quasi-object which cannot easily be
wished away, and which takes on the status of so-called objective
reality."

The objectivity of the material products of human activity is
easily grasped. Men and women build houses, bake cakes, knit
ski-caps, sculpt statues, thereby increasing the sum of the physical
realities which confront them as objects in the world out there.
Not so easily grasped, but no less real, is the objectivity of the non-
material products of human activity. Men and women create a lan-
guage, and then find not only their communication of their percep-
tions but also their very perceptions of reality and experience
controlled by their creation. They fashion both individual mean-

10. Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann, The Social Construction of Reality: A
Treatise in the Sociology of Knowledge (New York: Doubleday, 1966).

11. For a discussion of the mythical nature of "objective reality" and "objective
consciousness" see Theodore Roszak, The Making of a Counter Culture (New Yorlc
Doubleday, 1966).

1346 [Vol. 14



SYMBOLIC STORIES

ings and structures of meaning called institutions, which then con-
front them as powerful forces in the world out there. Institutions
such as family, education, politics, economics, religion; roles and
identities such as male, female, parent, child, cancer-patient, scien-
tist, priest: all these are apprehended as objective realities in the
world apart from the activity of human beings, though both they
and the social organization which legitimates them are clearly
nothing without the human activity which initially creates and
then becomes isomorphous with and sustains them.12

Human consciousness, then, is confronted by the objectivated
products of human activity. Internalization is the process of re-
absorption of those objectivations into human consciousness so
that the structures of the objectivated world determine the struc-
tures of human consciousness itself. In this way, human objectiva-
tions function as formative elements for human consciousness. In
so far as internalization has successfully taken place, an individual
consciousness becomes isomorphous with objectivated reality.
Every human organization faces the problem of communicating its
objectivated symbols and meanings and values to each succeeding
generation, and solves that problem through the process of sociali-
zation.

13

One of the goals intended by socialization is social control.
That such control is, indeed, achieved when socialization has been
completed, specifically when the symbolic stories of a social organ-
ization have been learned, is the major thesis of this paper-and
must now be demonstrated.

Charles Perrow's classic Complex Organizations isolates
three types of controls. There is first, and obviously, "direct, fully
obtrusive (control) such as giving orders, direct surveillance, law,
and rules and regulations." But there is secondly, and not so obvi-
ously, "fairly unobtrusive (control) such as specialization, and
standardization and hierarchy," and "fully unobtrusive (control),
namely the control of the cognitive premises underlying action.' 4

Fully obtrusive control is obvious to most people, indeed is what
most people would think of spontaneously when they think of con-
trol. It needs, therefore, no discussion here. Besides it is not the

12. See John W. Meyer and Brian Rowan, "Institutionalized Organizations:
Formal Structure as Myth and Ceremony," American Journal of Sociology 83
(1977): 340-363.

13. For a more extended discussion see Michael G. Lawler, Raid on the Inartic-
ulate: An Invitation to Adult Religion (Lantham, Md.: University of America
Press, 1980).

14. Charles Perrow, Complex Organizations: A Critical Essay, 2nd. edition
(Glenview: Scott, Foresman, 1979), pp. 150-151.
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sort of control exercised by symbolic stories. I shall confine my-
self, therefore, to a discussion of unobtrusive control.

But first I must pause at one of the sacred and doubtful pro-
positions of the Western tradition, one to which we have several
times alluded, namely, the Greek categorization of man by genus
and species as "rational animal." I say doubtful because, whatever
about abstract man, man considered in his Aristotelian natura,
concrete man, the only one we are ever likely to experience in real-
ity, is not quite as rational, or at least not quite as unlimitedly ra-
tional, as the definition would lead us to assume. Consider rational
man faced with a decision. To make the optimally rational deci-
sion it would seem that he has several needs. First, he has to know
all the possible alternatives for choice. Secondly, he has to know
for each alternative all the possible consequences if that alterna-
tive is chosen. Thirdly, he needs a value-ranking that ranks all of
the possible consequences in order of preference. These require-
ments are seldom, if ever, met. For men and women do not have
exhaustive knowledge either of the range of possible alternatives
or of the range of consequences, particularly future consequences,
of each alternative. Nor do they have a sure value-ranking of each
alternative.'

5

The fact that the requirements for optimal rationality are sel-
dom, if ever, met does not, of course, mean that men and women
are either non-rational or irrational. It does mean, though, that
they are not optimally rational but only, so to speak, satisfactorily
rational. Their concrete rationality is severely limited. When
faced with a decision and shackled by their lack of knowledge, they
can conduct only a limited search for alternatives. This search is
conducted "along familiar and well-worn paths, selecting the first
satisfactory (alternative) that comes along." They do not examine
all the possible alternatives with all their possible consequences,
because they do not know either all the alternatives or all the con-
sequences, nor do they keep searching for the optimum alterna-
tive. They satisfice rather than optimize.16

Now we can take up again our thoughts about symbolic stories
and social control. Unobtrusive controls exercise control over per-
ception, understanding, judgment, decision, action by controlling

15. See Herbert A. Simon, Administrative Behavior (New York: Macmillan,
1958); James G. Marsh and Herbert A. Simon, Organizations (New York: John Wi-
ley, 1964); R.P. Abelson, "Social Psychology's Rational Man," in G.W. Mortimore
and S.I. Benn (eds.), The Concept of Rationality in the Social Sciences (Boston:
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1974); Robyn M. Dawes, "Shallow Psychology," in Car-
roll and Payne, Cognition and Social Behavior, pp. 3-11.

16. Perrow, Complex Organizations, pp. 142-143.
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the cognitive premises underlying them. It is here that symbolic
stories enter. Learned in the process of socialization, as we have
explained, they provide internalized, quasi-a priori cognitive and
affective premises for perception, understanding, judgment, deci-
sion and action. They map out the familiar alternatives and conse-
quences which allow routinizing and satisficing to occur and
restrict the search for other alternatives that might lead to optimiz-
ing and innovation. In short, symbolic stories function simultane-
ously as unobtrusive guides to and unobtrusive controllers of
decision making. They function rather like internalized para-
digms, in the sense popularized by Thomas Kuhn,17 that not only
enuntiate a problem but also map out the search procedure and
the alternatives available for its solution.

For example, sales are down at Hewlett-Packard and profits
are becoming marginal. Management is faced with a problem:
what to do? But employees at Hewlett-Packard can rest easy, for
one rather standard way to maximize profits, namely, work force
reduction by lay-offs, is not the Hewlett-Packard way as defined in
the symbolic stories learned by both management and workers.
The judgment that the company's problem could be solved by lay-
offs, the decision to implement that judgment, and the actual lay-
ing off of workers will not occur. For in the internalized and unob-
trusively controlling stories they are not the Hewlett-Packard way.

Lest anyone object that Hewlett-Packard and its story are a
just-too-cozy fiction of the author's imagination, I call their atten-
tion to a long-established United States company and its well
known story. The J.C. Penney story, adopted in 1913 as "The Pen-
ney Idea," is well known in United States business circles. It is
told in seven statements: 1) to serve the public, as nearly as we
can, to its complete satisfaction; 2) to expect for the service we
render a fair remuneration and not all the profit the traffic will
bear; 3) to do all in our power to pack the customer's dollar full of
value, quality and satisfaction; 4) to continue to train ourselves
and our associates so that the service we give will be more and
more intelligently performed; 5) to improve constantly the human
factor in our business; 6) to reward men and women in our organi-
zation through participation in what the business produces; 7) to
test our every policy, method and act in this wise: "Does it square
with what is right and just?"'18

The Penney Idea is firmly rooted in the company and still con-

17. Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 2nd edition (Chi-
cago: University of Chicago Press, 1970).

18. Business Week, October 27, 1980: 148.
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trols its business style in the 1980s. Business Week reported last
year that Penney employees "are comfortable in their jobs, know-
ing that Penney will avoid lay-offs at all costs and will find easier
jobs for those who cannot handle more demanding ones."'19 A star-
tling statistic reveals just how true this is. The average executive
tenure at Penney is thirty-three years, in marked contrast to an
average of ten years at Pepsi Cola. The Pepsi story is much more
one of aggressive competition, not only externally with number
one competitor, Coca Cola, but also internally, motivating manag-
ers to work harder to wring from their business all the profit the
traffic will bear. Winning is such a key meaning and value in the
Pepsi story that "consistent runners up find their jobs gone. Em-
ployees know (from the internalized story) they must win merely
to stay in place-and must devastate the competition to get
ahead."

20

J.C. Penney, though, might have come to the point where it has
some serious business evaluation to do. For while its story, and
the perceptions, judgments, decisions and actions flowing from it,
have generated outstanding loyalty among satisfied employees and
customers, they have also yielded lower profits in recent years.
But Penney employees and Penney customers can rest as easy as
those at Hewlett-Packard. For the reported reaction of Penney
chairman, Donald V. Seibert, clearly points to the fact of how per-
vasively, if unobtrusively, controlling is the Penney Idea. "The
principles of the Penney Idea will be relevant no matter how much
the economic environment changes. 'You can't say that there is a
good way to modernize integrity."' Old stories, especially in long-
tenured executives, are a little like old soldiers-they never die.
Unlike old soldiers, though, they do not even fade away.

The extent of the control exercised by symbolic stories and the
consequences of such control can be further exemplified by con-
sidering the American story about causality. That story, we re-
member, tells that events occur when there are present causes
adequate to make them occur. But that story, we also remember,
is not the only causality story that there is. There is also a per-
sonal causality story which tells that events, occur when there are
present "persons" with power to make them occur. The difference
in the two stories, and in the control they exercise over the social
construction of reality, is interesting.

In cultures which are shaped by, and in turn shape, the per-
sonal causality story, healings take place. They take place, for in-

19. Ibid.
20. Ibid. at 158.
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stance, among the Wabende and every other African tribe. They
take place, for instance, at Lourdes in France and at countless pen-
tecostal gatherings across the United States. They took place also
in first century Palestine in the ministry of, not only Jesus of Naza-
reth, but also many other recorded healers. Such healings are, of
course, inexplicable to those who have internalized the adequate
causality story. There appears no adequate cause for the healing
effect and so it is declared incomprehensible. The learned ade-
quate causality story unobtrusively routinizes the judgment that
such healings are miracles, that is, they lie outside the normal laws
of nature. They may, of course, lie simply outside the parameters
not of the normal laws of nature, but of the alternatives allowed by
the adequate causality paradigm.

The word miracle is frequently used very loosely. Man's set-
ting foot on the moon was declared "a miracle of technology," the
first heart transplant "a miracle of modern medicine." Local media
report that "it was a miracle no-one was killed" in a recent head-on
crash, and sportscasters frequently predict that it will take "a
miracle finish" to rescue some hapless team from crushing defeat.
The meaning of the word has been seriously devalued in such
phrases. Miracle, the "dearest child of faith," as Goethe once
called it, technically is an event which transcends the so-called
laws of nature. It is a relatively recent word, as recent, indeed, and
not coincidentally, as the concept of fixed laws of nature. Both
concepts, of miracle and of fixed laws of nature, are products of the
historically recent rational, scientific, technological age. They are
both externalized from a rationalist paradigm, become objecti-
vated and then internalized in the Western story that every event
has an adequate cause. It is precisely because the healings among
the Wabende, and at Lourdes, and at pentecostal gatherings, and
in the time of Jesus do not fit into that story that they are named,
by both those who accept them and those who deny them as fact,
miracles.

Now, just as men and women who have internalized an ade-
quate causality story are unobtrusively controlled not even to con-
sider any other possible alternative, so also men and women who
have internalized a personal causality story are controlled to be
uninterested in adequate causality. Their story offers as images
neither fixed laws of nature nor events transcending such fixed
laws. In their story there is no such thing as an inexplicable event,
transcending such hitherto uninterrupted causal sequence. In the
Hebrew culture of Jesus' time, and of Moses' time, there was no
inexplicable event, and so neither was there a word corresponding
even roughly to the modern word miracle. There was no inexplica-
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ble event because the internalized story unobtrusively patterned
the perception, understanding and judgment of every event not as
the violation of a fixed pattern of nature, but as the mighty deed of
God.

A brief look at the New Testament description of the events
which in the ministry of Jesus of Nazareth are called in adequate
causality miracles will be instructive. A first point is already obvi-
ous. Since the culture had no story about miracle and, therefore,
no word for miracle, we would not expect them to be described as
miracles; nor are they. There are several words used to describe
what is perceived and understood and judged to have happened:
thaumasia or marvels (Mt.21:15), dunameis or mighty deeds
(Mt.7:22; 11:20,23; 13:54, 58; Lk.10:13; 19:37), semeia or signs
(Mt.12:38f.; 16:1,4; Mk.8:1l,12; 16:17, 20; Lk.11:16,29; 23:8; Jn.2:11,18,23;
3:2; 4:54; 6:2 etc.), terata or wonders, which may be accomplished
through Jesus (Acts 2:2), through the apostles of Jesus (Acts 2:43;
4:30), through false Messiahs (Mt. 24:24; Mk.13:22), through the
devil (Apoc. 13:13), or through the anti-Christ (2Thess.2:9). Events
are marvelous and mighty and significant and wonderful, but never
inexplicable or miraculous.

I do not wish here to enter into the discussion so dear to the
rational, scientific, technological mind: what, if anything, really
happened in these events. That would lead me too far afield from
the concerns of this essay. I do, though, wish to make two points.
First, and specifically, the so-called miracles of Jesus and others
are neither perceived nor named as miracles in the New Testa-
ment reporting of them. Secondly, and more generally, the sym-
bolic story that concretizes a society's theory of causality creates,
and so controls, the way men and women perceive, understand,
judge and value such mighty deeds. Norwood Russell Hanson
made famous the phrase: "all data are theory laden."'21 My thesis
in this essay unravels the word theory just a little, and argues that
all data are story laden.

EPILOGUE

I have not suggested in this essay that symbolic stories of
whatever kind are all that one needs to know to understand either
social reality or the men and women who live in it. Complex
human organizations are much too complex to permit such sim-
plicities. I have argued that socially created symbolic stories func-

21. Norwood R. Hanson, Patterns of Discovery (London: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1958).
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tion both as building bricks in the social construction of reality and
as binding chains that control, however unobtrusively, the percep-
tions, understandings, judgments, meanings, values, decisions and
actions of the men and women who internalize them. If in one
sense, frequently labeled obvious, men and women everywhere in-
habit the same physical, and meaningless, world, in another sense,
not at all obvious, they inhabit different human worlds in which
that physical world is endowed with meanings via symbolic sto-
ries. The thesis, if it is demonstrated, raises some caveats about an
overly undifferentiated acceptance of either such symbolic stories
or the social world which they create and control. For, to interpret
Protagoras, human reality is to a human community as it is
presented to that community in its stories. Or, again and finally,
Norwood Russell Hanson: there is more to seeing than meets the
eyeball.




