
torture of slaves, and yet, if all values are to be understood relative to the goals they seek

and the societies they sustain, it could be said that in a society in which cruelty and

hierarchy were virtues, the public torture of slaves would be understandable. Most

relativists would reply that such a society can nevertheless legitimately be condemned by

reference to values external to that society. This is the position of prominent ‘‘relativists’’

such as Barbara Herrnstein Smith (1988), who argue that all values must be understood in

relation to the goals they seek but that this does not prevent the relativist from discrim-

inating between virtues and vices. The argument is that the relativist does not, in fact,

believe that all value systems are ‘‘equal’’ (for at an absurd extreme, this would commit the

relativist to an agnostic position on the question of whether relativism itself is wrong), and

that the relativist can make value judgments even though these are not grounded in a belief

system that could potentially be shared by everyone. The problem in this dispute, however,

is that relativists deny the premise of their anti-relativist interlocutors, namely, that moral

judgments are meaningless unless they can be so grounded. As a result, the relativist sees

the universalist as a potential tyrant, and the universalist sees the relativist as morally

unserious. To suggest that the claims of each should be weighed with respect to the goals

each seeks to advance would, of course, effectively award the palm to the relativist; to

suggest that the claims of each should be weighed ‘‘objectively’’ is to give the game to the

universalist. The impasse produced here thus involves a fundamental incommensurability

between competing justifications for belief – an appropriate conclusion, perhaps, suggest-

ing that positions on relativism are themselves relative.

Michael Bérubé

See: EMPIRICAL, KNOWLEDGE, OBJECTIVITY, PRAGMATISM, REASON.

Representation
Dictionaries of English usually distinguish among three senses of representation and its

cognates: the symbolic sense, the political sense, and the cognitive sense. The symbolic

sense (C15) is partially synonymous with ‘‘sign.’’ The OED gives ‘‘sleep’’ as a representa-

tion, that is, ‘‘likeness’’ of death (C15), but it is not for that a ‘‘sign of’’ death. The use in

which an example serves to represent its class dates from the C19.

In the political sense, representation is the function of representatives (C16) who are

understood as ‘‘speaking for’’; the representation of a character by an actor, also dating

from C16–C17, may be closer to this sense than to the symbolic one. Lawyers make

representation for their clients, and in parliamentary democracies representatives make

decisions on behalf of the population they represent. Representative democracy is

contrasted with participatory democracy in this sense.

In the cognitive sense (C14), a representation arises upon the mental formation of a

cognition. However, Ian Hacking (1975, 1983) argues that mental representations were
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displaced by public representations in C20 philosophy: both ‘‘ideas’’ (C17) and ‘‘sen-

tences’’ (C20) are responsible for the representation of reality in a body of knowledge. If

he is right, this sense is no longer distinct from the symbolic one.

The topic of representation is a standard problem in the philosophy of knowledge, and

has come to occupy a significant place in media and cultural studies. In both domains, we

might expect a representation to be subject to critique, though the methods and point of

that critique differ along disciplinary lines. Thus in the former we might investigate the

truth conditions of representations, while in the latter we might read the sociocultural

determinants of the representation of some class of people or some event in the media,

say, or in the discourses of the social sciences. The question that arises in both cases

is whether true representations are possible, where ‘‘true’’ would include ‘‘adequate’’ as

well as ‘‘accurate.’’ If they are not, does this indicate the weakness of representation, or

its power?

Representations stand for their objects in some sense, but ‘‘standing for’’ is a contested

expression. If an object needs a representation, then it is part of that logic that the

representation is not its object; but if the representation is different from its object, how

can it stand for it truly? The first answer to this is that it substitutes for it under some

circumstances. However, such substitution is rare, and very few representations are substi-

tutes. Take as an example national flags, where it is stipulated that a set of colors organized

in a certain design should represent the nation. However, there is no sense in saying that it is

a case of substitution. Some returned soldiers’ (veterans’) associations assume the contrary

when they protest against suggested changes in the design, as if the country and the flag were

indissociable. Debates over this matter resemble the medieval dispute between nominalist

and realist accounts of representation. (These revolved around whether, respectively,

reality and hence truth were quite independent of language, or whether they depended

upon it. The veterans’ position is realist in this sense.) The nominalists prevailed, on the

grounds that scientific investigation could not get under way if it assumed a realist account

of representation.

However, take the example of a word in a language. We cannot have, say, trees in our

sentences, we need words to represent them. These are not substitutes, nor could trees

reclaim their place in our symbolic interchanges. Moreover, there are many words for

‘‘tree,’’ corresponding approximately to the number of languages in the world, and each

one of these words may attach to itself a somewhat different range of meanings. For this

reason, Fedinand de Saussure (1966) insisted on the term ‘‘signify’’ instead of the term

represent for what words do: they do not stand for a preformed reality, they make or

constitute what counts as reality. However, it is now usual to construe ‘‘representation’’

along Saussurean lines, rather than to banish it from the vocabulary. In contemporary

cultural theory, this move provides a premise for contesting nominalism.

The issue is whether there can be said to be any ‘‘reality’’ independent of its representation,

and hence, whether any representation could be a neutral record of that reality. This is not to
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deny that there is something ‘‘out there,’’ but to insist that any knowledge of it depends upon

the media and technologies of representation. The partiality or error of any particular

representation is one thing; the centrality of representation in getting it right ‘‘in the long

run,’’ as Charles Sanders Peirce (Freadman, 2004; Houser and Kloesel, 1998) argued, is

another. For this reason, practices of representation are said to interpret the reality they

represent, and sometimes (geometrical figures, for example) to construct it. Peirce con-

sidered that his position was a form of realism, revised to take account of the fact that

representation was a process in time that could, in the best of scientific practice, correct

error. Thus the argument for nominalism holds for particular representations only, but the

self-critical, interpretive process of representation is consistent with metaphysical realism.

This dispute can be restated as follows: is the governing source and force of knowledge

‘‘all in the mind’’ (Berkeley, 1985 [1710]) or outside it (Locke, 1959) [1690]), leaving

imprints upon it through perception? Or are there some hard-wired mental contents that

inform the input of the world, as Kant (1982 [1784]) argued? Contemporary cultural

theory replaces these philosophical accounts with one based on the workings of language

or broader sociocultural and semiotic practices. According to this, all knowledge, includ-

ing the knowledge of the natural and physical world we call ‘‘science,’’ is a function of

practices of representing that are anything but neutral.

An important issue is the scope and responsibility of any account of representation. Have

we done enough if we simply measure the falsity or partiality of some representation, and

have we said enough about representation if all we attend to is its correspondence with its

object? Take the representation of women as primarily or exclusively childbearers, or the

representation of Australia as terra nullius. Such beliefs acquired the status of law, and

have had far-reaching malefic consequences for their objects and for the societies that

adopted them. It is at this point that the critique of representation needs also to attend to

the social conditions that give representation its power, and to the consequences of that

power.

When representatives represent a client, a constituency, or a principal in some forum,

they both ‘‘stand for them’’ and ‘‘speak for them.’’ An important debate in political theory

concerns the nature and the legitimacy of such speaking for. Is a political representative

merely a delegate, acting, as does a lawyer in the ideal case, under instruction from her

constituents? Or does she have discretion? If so, does she exercise non-mandated power?

Debates also arise concerning the representativity of such representatives. It is said

that a parliament made up of 99 percent white male members of a single religious

persuasion does not ‘‘represent’’ the population, where ‘‘represent’’ means to ‘‘be typical

of.’’ The complaint relies on the assumption that representation involves exemplification,

which is not always the case.

It is important to recognize that representative government is not reliably glossed as

‘‘government by the people’’: a government might be said to represent the state symbol-

ically, but not to ‘‘speak for’’ the governed population. European monarchies used repre-
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sentations – of the king, the city, etc. – as instruments of practical power. Likewise, post-

monarchical governments might use a presidential visit to the site of a disaster for

electoral purposes, and perhaps, too, to represent the erased monarchical function itself.

In some non-secular societies, representations acquire magical or religious powers: thus

the pope both stands for and speaks for Christ as his vicar (that is, representative),

whereas an interdiction on representation is common to Judaism and Islam.

With the power of representation come struggles for power over it. Censorship laws, and

media laws more generally, are designed to regulate representation. It is easy to point to

the powers of the new technologies of representation to circumvent such laws, but these

same technologies have provided the means for the theft of representations such as PIN

numbers. In such cases, the theft of the representation amounts to the theft of an

institutional identity, and hence, power over an individual. How to regulate that power is

an urgent question.

Some debates refer directly to the senses distinguished above, and some are concerned

with other distinctions. The cultural critic Raymond Williams (1976) focuses on artistic

and political representation, concluding that the degree of possible overlap between them

is difficult to estimate. Charles Peirce, who thought of his work as a philosophy of

representation, finds that it is instructive to think of all representation as ‘‘speaking

for’’ its object. The cultural historian Carlo Ginzburg (2001) studies the relationship

between substitutive and mimetic representation in royal funerary practices of the

early Middle Ages. He reminds us that representational practices have complex histories.

Anne Freadman

See: DISCOURSE, SIGN.

Resistance
Across the natural and social worlds, resistance is what prevents one force or agency

entirely overwhelming another. Where some opposition to invasive force is offered, the line

of least resistance is likely to be taken. Where there is an almost equal ‘‘balance of

forces,’’ it is said, light-heartedly, that ‘‘irresistible force’’ meets ‘‘immovable object.’’

Science, technology, and society intermingle in coinages such as germ-resistant drugs,

drug-resistant bugs, crease-resistant clothes, disease-resistant lifestyles, and ero-

sion-resistant conservation practices. But ‘‘resistance’’ is redolent above all in relation

to social conflict and oppression. Indeed, for key theorists like eC20 German sociologist

Max Weber and lC20 French philosopher Michel Foucault, the notion of resistance is

wholly central to the understanding and exercise of power itself.

Probably the most consistent context for talk of human resistance over the centuries

has been that of military conflict, sometimes, again, in relation to technological means and

consequences – ‘‘To putt therewith a greate fortificacion aboute the same for resistance of
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