A CULTURAL SOCIOLOGY OF EVIL

!n the course of the last two decades, there has emerged a new recognition of the
independent strucruring power of culture. Yet it turns out thar this new disci-
plinary self-consciousness has not been any more successful in addressing evil
than its reductionist predecessor. In thinking about culture—values and norms,
codes and narrarives, rituals and symbols—"negativity” has been set off to one
side and treated as a residual category. While it has not been treated naturalisti-
cally, it has been presented merely as a deviation from cultural constructions of
the good. Thus, in social scientific formulations of culture, a society’s “values”
are studied primarily as orientations to the good, as efforts to embody ideals.!
Social notions of evil, badness, and negativity are explored only as patterned de-
viations from normatively regulated conduct. If only this were the case! It seems
to me thar this cultaral displacement of evil involves more moralizing wish ful-
fillment than empirical realism. Not only does it detract from our genetal un-
derstanding of evil but it makes the relation of evil to modernity much more
difficult to comprehend. Thinking of evil as a residual category camouflages the
destruction and cruelty that has accompanied enlightened efforts to institution-
alize the good and the right. The definition of social evil and the systematic ef-
fort to combat it have everywhere accompanied the modern pursuit of reason
and moral right. Thar is the central and most legitimate meaning of Michel
Foucault's lifework, despite its simplifications, one-sidedness, and undermining
relativism. It is the salvageable, saving remnant of the postmodern critique of
modernity.

Culture cannot be understood only as value and norm, which can be defined as
conceptual glosses on social efforts to symbolize, narrate, code, and ritualize the
good. Culturalizing evil is, in sociological terms, every bit as important as such
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effores to define and institutionalize the good. In semiotic terms, evil is the nec-
essary cognitive contrast for “good.”2 In moral terms, exploring heinous evil is
the only way to understand and experience the pure and the upright.3 In terms
of narrative dynamics, only by creating antiheroes can we implot the dramatic
tension between protagonist and antagonist that is transformed by Bildung or
resolved by catharsis.4 In ritual terms, it is only the crysiallization of evil, with
atl its stigmatizing and polluting potential, that makes rites of purification cul-
turally necessary and sociologically possible.? Religiously, the sacred is incom-
prehensible without the profane, the promise of salvation meaningless without
the threat of damnation.¢ What I am suggesting here, in other words, is that for
every value there is an equal and opposite antivalue, for every norm an anti-

norm. For every effore to institurionalize comforting and inspiring images of the-

socially good and right, there is an interlinked and equally determined effort to
construct social evil in a horrendous, frightening, and equally realistic way.
Drawing Durkheim back to Nietzsche, and writing under the impact of the
trauma of early twentieth-century modernity, Bataille articulated this point in a
typically pungent and literary way.

Evil seems to be understandable, but only to the extent to which Good is the
key to it. If the luminous intensity of Good did not give the night of Evil its
blackness, Evil would lose its appeal. This is a difficult point to understand.
Something flinches in him who faces up ro it. And yer we know that the
strongest effects on the sense are caused by contrasts, , . . Without misfor-
tune, bound to it as shade is to light, indifferences would correspond to happi-
ness. Novels describe suffering, hardly ever satisfaction. The virtue of happiness
is ulcimately its rarity, Were it easily accessible it would be despised and associ-
ated with boredom. . . . Would truth be what it is if it did not assert itself
generously against falsehood? (Bataille, 1990 {1957} 14)7

Actors, institurions, and societies systematically crystallize and elaborate evil.
They do so, ironicaily, in pursuit of the good. To these paradoxical and im-
mensely depressing facts actention must be paid.

THE INTELLECTUAL ROOTS
OF THE DISPLACEMENT OF EVIL

To appreciate the pervasiveness of this truncated conception of culture, it is im-
portant to recognize that, while deeply affecting contemporary social science, it
is rooted in earlier forms of secular and religious thought.8 From the Greeks on-
ward, moral philosophy has been oriented to justifying and sustaining the good
and to elaborating the requirements of the just society. Plato associated his ideal
forms with goodness. To be able to see these forms, he believed, was to be able
to act in accordance with morality. In dramartizing Socrates’ teachings in the Re-
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public, Plato made use of the figure of Thrasymachus to articulate the evil forces
that chreatened ethical life. Rather than suggesting that Thrasymachus embod-
ied bad values, Plato presented Thrasymachus as denying the existence of values
as such: “In all states alike, ‘right’ has the same meaning, namely what is for the
interest of the party established in power, and that is the strongest.” Thrasy-
machus is an egoist who calculates every action with an eye not to values but to
the interests of his own person. Plato makes a homology between seif/collec-
tiviey, incterest/value, and evil/good. In doing so, he establishes the following
analogical relationship:

Self:collectivity:interest:value:evil: good
Self is to collectivity, as interest is to value, as evil is to good.

The commitment to values is the same as the commitment to collective be-
liefs; beliefs and values are the path to the good. Evil should be understood not
as the product of bad or negatively oriented values but as the failure to connect
to collective values. Evil comes from being self-interested.

In elaborating what came to be called the republican tradition in political
theory, Aristotle followed this syllogism, equating a society organized around
values wich an ethical order: “The best way of life, for individuals severally, as
well as for states collectively, is the life of goodness duly equipped with such a
store of requisites as makes it possible to share in the activities of goodness”
(Aristotle, 1962: 7. 1. 13).9 Republics contained virtuous citizens, who were de-
fined as actots capable of orienting to values outside of themselves. As individu-
als become oriented to the self rather than the collectivity, republics are endan-
gered; desensitized to values, citizens become hedonistic and materialistic.
According to this stark and binary contrast between morality and egoism, value
commitments in themselves contribute to the good; evil occurs not because
there are commitments to bad values but because of a failure to orient to values
per se. While it is well known that Hegel continued the Aristotelian contrast
between what he called che system of needs and the world of ethical regulation,
it is less widely appreciated that pragmatism endorsed the same dichotomy in
its own way. For Dewey, to value is to value the good. Interpersonal communica-
tion is bound to produce altruistic normative orientation. Crass materialism and
selfishness occur when social structures prevent communication.®

This philosophical equation of values with goodness and the lack of values
with evil informs contemporary communitatianism, which might be described
as a marriage between republican and pragmatic thought. Identifying contem-
porary social problems with egoism and valuelessness, communicarians ignore
the possibility that communal values are defined by making pejorative contrasts
with other values, with others’ values, and, in fact, often with the values of “the
other.”!1 Empirically, I want to suggest that the issue is not values versus inter-
ests or having values as compared with not having them. There are always
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“good” values and "bad.” In sociological terms, good values can be crystallized
only in relation to values that are feared or considered repugnant. This is not to
recommend that values should be relativized in a moral sense, to suggest that
they can or should be “transvalued” or inverred in Nietzschean terms. It is
rather to insist that social thinkers recognize how the social construction of evil
has been, and remains, empirically and symbeolically necessary for the social con-
struction of good.!2

In the Enlightenment tradition, most forcefully articulated by Kant, concern
abourt the parochial (we would rtoday say communitarian} dangers of an Aris-
totelian “ethics” led to a more abstract and universalistic model of a “moral” as
compared to a good society.!3 Nonetheless, one finds in this Kantian tradition
the same problem of equating value commitments in themselves with positivity
in the normative sense.l4 To be moral is to move from selfishness to the care-
gorical imperative, from self-reference to a collective orientation resting on the
ability to put yourself in the place of another. What has changed in Kantianism
is, not the binary of value-versus-no-value, bur the contenrs of the collective al-
ternarive; it has shifted from the ethical to the moral, from the particular and
local to the universal and transcendent. The range of value culture has been ex-
panded and generalized because more substantive and more metaphysical ver-
sions came to be seen as particularist, anrimodern, and antidemocratic.

If communitarianism is the contemporary representation of the republican
and pragmatic traditions, Habermas’s “theory of communicative action” repre-
sents—for social theory at lease—the most influential contemporary articulation
of this Kantian approach. Underlying much of Habermas’s empirical theory one
can find a philosophical anthropology that reproduces the simplistic splitting
of good and evil. Inscrumental, materialistic, and exploitative “labor,” for exam-
ple, is contrasted with aleruistic, cooperative, ideal-oriented “communication.”
These anthropological dichotomies in the early writings are linked in Haber-
mas’s later work with the sociological contrast between system and lifeworld,
the former producing instrumental efficiency, domination, and materialism, the
latter producing ideals and, therefore, making possible equality, community,
and morality. According to Habermas’s developmental theory, the capacity for
communication and moraf self-regulacion is enhanced with modernity, which
produces such distincrive values as autonomy, solidarity, rationality, and criti-
cism. The possibility of connecting to such values, indeed of maintaining value
commitments per se, is impeded by the systems-rationality of modern economic
and political life, the materialism of which “colonizes” and undermines the
culture-creating, solidarizing possibiliries of the lifeworld.1> In arguing thar it
is recognition, not communication, that creates value commitments and mucual
respect, Axel Honneth (1995) similarly ignores the possibility that pleasurable
and cooperative interaction can be promoted by immoral and patticularistic val-
ues that are destructive of ethical communities, 16

This deracinated approach to culture-as-the-good can also be linked, in my
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view, to the Western religious tradition of Judaism and Christianity. In order o
achieve salvation, the believer must overcome the temprarions of the earthly, the
material, and the practical in order to establish transcendental relations with an
otherworldly source of goodness. According to this dualistic consciousness, evil
is presented as an alternative to the transcendental commitments that establish
value. As Augustine put it, “evil is the absence of the good.”!7 The “original
sin” thar has marked humanity since the Fall was stimulated by the earthly ap-
petites, by lust rather than idealism and value commirmenc. This sin can be re-
deemed only via a religious consciousness that connects human beings to higher
values, either those of an ethical, law-governed community (Judaism) or the
moral universalism of a church (Christianity). In this religious universe, in other
words, evil is connected to nonculture, to passions and figures associated with
the earth in contrast with the heavens. According to recent historical discussions
(e.g., Macoby, 1992) in fact, devil symbolism first emerged as a kind of icono-
graphic residual category. Radical Jewish sects created it as a deus ex machina to
explain the downward spiral of Jewish society, allowing these negative develop-
ments to be attribured ro forces outside the “authentic” Jewish cultural tradi-
tion. This nascent iconography of evil was energetically elaborated by early
Christian sects who were similatly atcracted to the possibility of attributing evil
to forces outside their own culeural system. The Christian devil was a means of
separating the “good religion” of Jesus from the evil (primarily Jewish) forces
from which it had emerged.

THE DISPLACEMENT OF EVIL
IN CONTEMPORARY SOCIAL SCIENCE

Given these philosophical and religious roots,!8 it is hardly surprising that, as I
have indicated earlier, contemporary social science has conceived culture as com-
posed of values that establish highly esteemed general commitments and norms
as establishing specific moral obligations to pursue the good. This is as true for
social scientists, such as Bellah (1985) and Lasch (1978), who engage in cultural
criticism as it is in more mainstream work. While issuing withering attacks on
contemporary values as degenerate, narcissistic, and violent, such culture critics
conceive these values as misguided formulations of the good—stupid, offensive,
and piriable bur at the same time fundamentally revealing of how “the desir-
able” is formulated in the most debased modern societies.

On the basis of the identification of values with the good, mainstream social
scientists and culture critics alike assume that a shared commitment to values is
positive and beneficial to society. Functionalism is the most striking example of
this tendency, and Talcott Parsons its classic representative. According to Par-
sons, value internalization leads not only to social equilibrivm but to murual re-
spect, solidarity, and cooperation. If common values are not internalized, then
the social system is not regulated by value, and social conflict, coercion, and

A Cultural Soctology of Evil 113



even violence are the probable resules.!9 In this sociological version of republi-
canism, Parsons follows the eatly- and middle-period Durkheim, who believed
thar shared values are essential to solidarity and social health. The lack of atrach-
ment to values marks the condition Durkheim defined as egoism, and it was by
this standard that he defined social pathology. Durkheim emphasized education
because he regarded it as the central means for arraching individuals to values.
Since the simple attachment to culture is valued so highly, it is clear that nei-
ther Durkheim nor Patsons seriously considered the theoretical or empirical
possibilicy that evil might be valued as energetically as the good.20

Because sociological folklore *has so often pitted cthe functionalise “equi-
librium” theory against the more critical “conflict” theory, it is well to ask
whether, in fact, Parsonian functionalism is the only guilty party here. Have the
theoretical alternatives to functionalism provided a truly different approach
to the problem of evil? Let us consider, as a case in point, how Marx conceptual-
ized the deptavity of capitalism. Rather than pointing to the social effects of bad
values, Marx argued that capitalism destroyed their very possibility. As he put it
so eloquently in the Communist Manifests, “All thae is holy is profaned, all thar is
solid melts into air.” The structural pressures of capiralism create alienation and
egoism; they necessitate an instrumental and strategic action orientation that
suppresses values and destroys ideals. Because materialism destroys normativity,
there is no possibility for shared understanding, solidarity, or community. Only
after socialism removes the devastating forces of capitalist competition and
greed does value commitment become possible and solidarity fourish.

The notion that it is not evil values but the absence of values that creates a
bad society continues to inform the neo-Marxism of the eatly Frankfurt School.
For Horkheimer and Adorno {e.g., 1972 [19471), late capitalism eliminates au-
thentic values. Culrure exists only as an industty; it is a completely contingent
set of expressive symbols, subject to continuous manipulation according to ma-
terialistic exigencies. While Habermas’s later theory of discourse ethics avoids
this kind of mechanism and reduction, it continues to be organized around the
pragmatic notion that communicatively generated value commitment leads to
mutual understanding, toleration, and solidarity.

The apotheosis of this “critical” approach to evil-as-the-absence-of-value—
evil as the displacement of culture by power—is Zygmunt Bauman’s expla-
nation of the Holocaust in his highly praised book Modernity and the Holocaust
(1989). He writes that Nazi genocide has largely been ignored by social theory,
suggesting that it has troubling implications for any positive evaluation of
modernity. Bauman is right about this, but for the wrong reasons. He attributes
the social evil of the Holocaust not to motivated cultural action but to the effi-
ciency of the Nazis” bureaucratic killing machine. There is no indication in his
explanation that this genocide was also caused by valuations of evil, by general
representations of the polluted other that were culturally fundamental to Ger-
many and its folkish, romantic traditions, and more specifically by representa-
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tions of the Jewish other that were endemic not just to German but to Christian
society. Yet only if this possibility is seriously enterrained can the Holocaust be
seen as an intended action, as something that was desired rather than merely im-
posed, as an event that did indeed grow out of systematic tendencies in the cul-
ture of modernity. It seems important, borth morally and empirically, to empha-
size, along with, Goldhagen (19906), that the Nazis and their German supporters
wanted to kill Jews.2! They worked hard to establish Judaism as a symbol of
evil, and in turn they annihilated Jews to purge themselves of this evil. The act
of murdering millions of Jewish and non-Jewish people during the Holocaust
must be seen as something valued, as something desired. It was an evil event
motivated not by che absence of values—an absence created by the destructive
colonization of lifewotld by economic and bureaucratic systems—but by the
presence of heinous values. These polluted cultural representations were as inte-
gral as the positive idealizations on which it pretended exclusively to rest.

GIVING EVIL ITS DUE

We need to elaborate a model of social good and evil that is more complex, more
sober, and more realistic than the naturalistic or idealistic models. Symbolically,
evil is not a residual category, even if those who are categorized by it are margin-
alized socially, From the merely distasteful and sickening to the truly heinous,
evil is deeply implicated in the symbolic formulation and instirutional mainte-
nance of the good.22 Because of this, the institutional and cultural vitality of evil
must be continually sustained. The line dividing the sacred from profane must be
drawn and redrawn time and time again; this demarcation must retain its vitality,
or all is lost.?3 Evil is not only symbalized cognitively but experienced in a vivid
and emotional way—as I am suggesting in vircually every chapter of this book.
Through such phenomena as scandals, moral panics, public punishments, and
wars, societies provide occasions to reexperience and recrystallize the enemies of
the good.?4 Wrenching experiences of horror, revulsion, and fear create opportu-
nities for purification thac keep what Plato called “the memory of justice” alive.
Only through such direct experiences—provided via interaction or symbolic
communication ——do members of society come to know evil and to fear it. The
emotional-cum-moral catharsis that Aristotle described as the basis for tragic ex-
perience and knowledge is also at the core of such experiences of knowing and
fearing evil. Such knowledge and fear triggers denunciation of evil in others and
confession about evil intentions in oneself, and rituals of punishment and purifi-
cation in collectivities, In turn, chese renew the sacred, the moral, and the good.
Evil is produced, in other words, not simply to maintain domination and
power, as Foucault and Marx would argue, but in order ro maintzin the pos-
sibility of making positive valuations. Evil must be coded, narrared, and em-
bodied in every social sphere—in the intimate sphere of the family, in the world
of science, in religion, in the economy, in government, in primary communities.
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In each sphere, and in every national society considered as a tortality, there are
deeply elaborated narratives about how evil develops and where it is likely to
appear, about epochal struggles that have raken place between evil and the
good, and about how good can triumph over evil once again.

This perspective has profound implications for the way we lock at both cul-
tural and institutional processes in contemporary societies. In the various sub-
stantive essays in this book, I discuss the former in terms of “binary represen-
tations.” I would like ar this point to discuss the latter—the institutional
processes of evil—in rerms of “punishments.”

2

PUNISHMENT: SOCIAL PROCESS AND INSTITUTIONS

If it is vital to understand the cultural dimension of society as organized around
evil as much as around good, this by no means suggests that the problem of so-
cial evil can be understood simply in discursive terms. On the contrary, organi-
zarions, power, and face-to-face confrontations are critical in determining how
and to whom binary representations of good and evil are applied. While these
soctal processes and institutional forces do not invent the categories of evil and
good—thar they are not responsive purely to interest, power, and need has been
one of my central points—they do have a strong influence on how they are un-
derstood. Most important, however, they determine what the “real” social effects
of evil will be in time and space,

The social processes and institutional forces that specify and apply rep-
resentations about the reality of evil can be termed “punishment.” In the Divi-
sion of Labor in Seciety, (1933), Durkheim first suggested that crime is “normal”
and necessary because it is only punishment that allows society to separate nor-
mative behavior from that which is considered deviant. In my terms, I can sug-
gest that punishment is the social medium through which the practices of ac-
tors, groups, and institutions are meaningfully and effectively related to the
category of evil. It is through punishment that evil is naturalized. Punishment
“essentializes” evil, making it appear to emerge from acrual behaviors and iden-
tities racher than being culeurally and socially imposed on them.23

Punishmenr takes both routine and more spontaneous forms. The bureau-
cratic iterations of evil are called “crimes.” In organizational terms, the situa-
tional references of criminal acts are precisely defined by civil and criminal law,
whose relevance to particular situations is firmly decided by courts and police.
Polluting contact with civil law brings monetary sanctions; stigmatization by
contact with criminal law brings incarceration, radical social isolation, and
sometimes even death.

The nonroutine iterations of evil are less widely understood and appreciated.
They refer to processes of “stigmatization” rather than to crimes.26 What Cohen
first identified as moral panics represent fluid, rapidly formed crystallizations of
evil in relation to unexpected events, actors, and institutions. Historical witch

110 The Meanings of Social Life

trials and more contemporary anticommunist witch hunts, for example, are
stimulated by the sudden experience of weakness in group boundaries. Panics
over “crime waves,” by contrast, develop in response to the chaotic and disor-
ganizing entrance of new, formerly disreputable social actors into civil society.??
Whatever their specific cause, and despite their evident irrationality, moral pan-
ics do have a clear effect, both in a cultural and a social sense. By focusing on
new sources of evil, they draw an exaggerated line between social pollution and
the good. This cultural clarification prepares the path for a purging organiza-
tional response, for trials of transgressors, for expulsion, and for incarceration.
Scandals represent a less ephemeral but still nonroutine form of social punish-
ment. Scandals are public degradations of individuals and groups for behavior
that is considered polluting to their status or office. In order to maintain the
separation between good and evil, the behavior of an individual or group is
“clarified” by symbolizing it as a movement from purity to danger. The reli-
gious background of Western civil society makes such declension typically ap-
pear as a “fall from grace,” as a personal sin, a lapse created by individual cor-
ruption and the loss of individual responsibility. In the discourse of civil society,
the greatest “sin” is the inability ro actain and maintain one'’s autonomy and in-
dependence.28 In terms of this discussion, scandal is created because civil society
demands more or less continuous “revivifications” of social evil. These rituals of
degradation rangé from the apparently crivial—the gossip sheets that, nonethe-
less, demand systematic sociological consideration—1o the kinds of deeply seri-
ous, civil-religious events that create national convulsions: The Dreyfus Affair
that chreatened to undermine the Third Republic in France and the Watergate
affair that toppled the Nixon regime in the United States represented efforts to
crystallize and punish social evil on this systematic level. Once again, scandals,
like moral panics, have not only cultural but fundamental insticutional effects,
repercussions that range from the removal of specific persons from status or of-
fice to deep and systematic changes in organizational structure and regime.
There is nothing fixed or determined about scandals and moral panics. Lines
of cultural demarcation are necessary but not sufficient to their creation.
Whether or not this or that individual or group comes to be punished is the
outcome of struggles for culcural power, struggles that depend on shifting coali-
tions and the mobilization of resources of a material and not only ideal kind.
This applies not only to the creation of panics and scandals but-to-their denoue-
ments. They-are terminared by purification rituals reestablishing. the sharp line
between evil and good, a transition made possible by the act of punishment.

TRANSGRESSION AND THE AFFIRMATION
OF EVIL AND GOOD

Once we understand the culrural and institutional “autonomy” of evil, we can
see how the experience and practice of evil become, not simply frightening and
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repulsive, but also desirable. The sociological creation of evil results not only in
the avoidance of evil but also in the pursuit of it. Rather than a negative that di-
rects people toward the good, in other words, social evil can be and often is
sought as an end in ieself. As Bataille (1990: 20, 21) observed, “evil is always
the object of an ambignous condemnation”; it is “not only the dream of the
wicked” but “to some extent the dream of {thel Good.”

Attraction to the idea and experience of evil motivates the widespread prac-
tice that Bataille called transgression and chat Foucault, following Bataille,
termed the “limit experience.”2?

Sacred simultaneously has two contradictory meanings. . . . The taboo gives a
negative definition of the sacred object and inspires us with awe. . . . Men are
swayed by two simultaneous emotions: they are driven away by tecror and
drawn by an awed fascination. Taboo and transgression reflect these two con-
tradictory urges. The taboo would forbid che transgression but the fascination
compels it. . . . The sacred aspect of the taboo is what draws men towards it
and transfigures the original interdiction. (Bataille, 1986 {1957]: 68)

In pareicular situations, evil comes to be positively evaluated, creating a kind
of inverted liminality. Transgression takes place when actions, associations, and
rhetoric—practices that would typically be defined and sanctioned as’serious
threats to the good—Dbecome objects of desire and sometimes even social legiti-
mation. Bartaille believed that transgression occurred mainly in the culcural
imagination, that is, in literature, although he also wrote extensively about
eroticism and was personally motivated by a desire to comprehend the dark so-
cial developments of the early and midcentury period—WNazism, war, and Stal-
inism.30 Transgression, however, also takes a decidedly social-structural form.
In criminal activity and popular culture, evil provides the basis of complex so-
cial institutions that provide highly sought-after social roles, careers, and per-
sonal identities. Withour evoking the term, Jack Katz certainly was investigat-
ing transgression in his profound phenomenological reconstruction of the
“badass syndrome,” as was Richard Strivers in his earlier essay on the apocalyp-
tic dimension of 1960s rock and roll concerts. The latter embodied the long-
standing “noir” strain of popular culeure chat has transmogrified into the “bad
rapper” phenomenon of roday.?!

It seems that every social thinker and arcist who sets out to explore the atrrac-
tions of this dark side, whether in the moral imagination or in social action and
structure, risks being tarred by self-proclaimed representatives of social morality
with a polluting brush. This tendency is fueled by the apparent fact that those
who are personally arcracted to transgressive practices are those who are most
drawn to exploring them in art and social thought. The analysis set forth in this
book suggests, however, that those who are seriously interested in maintaining
moral standards should refrain from chis kind of knee-jerk response. It confuses
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causes with effects. Societies construct evil so that there can be punishment; for
it is the construction of, and the response to, evil that defines and revivifies the
good. One should not, then, confuse the aesthetic imagining of evil, the vicari-
ous experiencing of evil, much less the intelleccual exploracion of evil with the
actual practice of evil itself.

Modern and postmodern societies have always been beset by a socially right-
eous fundamentalism, both religious and secular, These moralists wish to purge
the cultural imagination of references to eros and viclence; they condemn frank
discussions of transgressive desires and actions in schools and other public
places; they seek to punish and sometimes even to incarcerate those who practice
“victimless” crimes on the grounds that they violate the coliective moral con-
science, The irony is that, without the imagination and the social identification
of evil, there would be no possibility for the attachment to the good that these
moralists so vehemently uphold. Rather than undermining conventional moz-
ality, trangression underlines and vicalizes it. Bataille, whom James Miller pejo-
ratively called the philosophe mandit of French intellectual life, never ceased to in-
sist on this point. “Transgression has nothing to do with the primal liberty of
animal life. It opens the door into what lies beyond the limits usually observed,
but it maintains these limits just the same. Transgression is complementary to
the profane [i.e., the mundanel world, exceeding its limits bue not destroying
it” (Baraille, 1986 [1957}: G7),

Amnesty International, winner of the Nobel Peace Prize, has been one of the
world'’s most effective nongovernmental democratic organizations, exposing and
mobilizing opposition against toreture and other heinous practices of authoritar-
ian and even democratic governments. lt is all the more relevant to note, there-
fore, that at the heart of the internal and external discourse of this prototypically
“do-goodet” otganization one finds an obsessive concern with defining, explot-
ing, and graphically presenting evil, the success of which efforts allows mem-
bers and outsiders vicariously to experience evil's physical and emotional
effects.32 In the Amnesty logo, good and evil are tensely intertwined. At the
cote is a candle, representing fervent attencion, patience, and the sacrality of
Amnesty’s commitment to life. Surrounding the candle is barbed wire, indicat-
ing concentration camps and torture. This binary scructure is iterated through-
out the persuasive documents that Amnesty distribures to the public and also in
the ralk of Amnesty activists themselves. They revolve around narratives that
portray, often in graphic and gothic detail, the terrible things that are done to
innocent people and, in a tone of almost uncomprehending awe, the heroism of
the prisoner to endure unspeakable suffering and remain in life and at the point
of death a caring, dignified human being. Amnesty's attention to evil, to con-
structing the oppressor and graphically derailing irs actions, in this way con-
tributes to maintaining the ideals of moral justice and sacralizing rthe human
spirit, not only in thought burt in practice. It is in order to explain and illumi-
nate such a paradox that a cultural sociology of evil must be born.
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10. In relation to issues of cultural change and conflict, Weber's concept has been de-
veloped further by 8. N. Eisenstadt (1982) and, most recently, Bernhard Giesen in Inrel-
lectieals and the Nation (1998). Claim-making groups correspond also to the concept of
“movement intellectuals” developed, in a different context, by Ron Eyerman and An-
drew Jamison in Secizl Movements: A Cognitive Approach (1991). Smelser (1974) illumi-
ilated ti]e group basis for claim-making in his reformulation of Tocqueville's notion of

estate.

11. The foundation of speech act theory can be found in the pragmatically inspired
interpretation and extension of Wittgenstein caeried out by J. L. Austin in How to Do
Things with Werds (1962). In that now classic work, Austin developed the notion that
speech is directed not only to symbolic understanding but to achieving what he called
“ilfocutionary force,” that is, to having a pragmatic effect on social interaction. The
model achieved its most detailed elaboration in John Seatle’s Speech Acts {1969). In con-
temporary philosophy, it has been Jiirgen Habermas whe has demonstrated how speech
act theory is relevant to social action and social structure, beginning with his Theory of
Communicative Action (1984). For a culrurally oriented application of this Habermasian
perspective to social movements, see Maria Pia Lara, Feminist Narratives in the Public
Sphere (1998).

12. He also speaks of a “representational process.” Stuart Hall develops a similar no-
tion, but he means by it something more specific than what I have in mind here, namely
the arriculation of discourses that have not been linked before the panic began.

13. For the contingency of this process of establishing the nature of the pain, the na-
ture of the victim, and the appropriate response in the aftermath of the “trauma” created
by the Vietnam Wat, see J. William Gibson (1994). )

14. Maillot’s representation of the difficulties of the Northetn Ireland peace process
combines these different aspects of the classifying process.

None of the “agents of violence” would agree on the reasons for the violence and on its

nature. In fact, only the supporters of the IRA and, to a much less extent, part of the

narionalist communicy, would agree that there was an actual “War” going on. For a sub-
stantial section of the Unionist community, the IR A is entirely to blame. “Our whole
community, indeed our whole councry, has been the victim of the IRA for over 30 years,”
said Jan Paisley Jr. . . . As all the other issues discussed in the run-up to che signing of
the Good Friday Agreement, the question of victims proved highly emotional and con-
troversial . . . one which enabled 2ll participants to vent their frusteation and their

anger, and one that revealed the different approaches each side was to take, Indeed, the

very term “victims” proved controversial, as participants disagreed on the people who

constituted this group.

15. The notion of transparency, so necessary for cteating a normative, or philosophi-
cal, theory of what Habermas has called his “discourse ethics,” is debilitating for creat-
ing a sociological one.

16. Smelser described how state agencies and other agents of social control make ef-
forts to “handle and channel” what I am calling the trauma process.

17. Insofar as such memorializations are not created, it reflects the fact the traumatic
suffering has either not been persuasively narrated or has not been generalized beyond
the immediately affected population. This is markedly the case, for example, with the
350-year enslavernent of Africans in the United States. Eyerman (2001) demonstrates
how this experience came to form the craumaric basis for black idencity in the United
States. However, despite the fact that white Americans initiated what has been called
the “second Reconstruction” in the 19Gos and 1970s, and despite the permeation among
not only black but white Amertican publics of fictional and factual media representations
of slavery and postslavery trauma, white power centers in American society have not
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dedicated themselves to creating museums to memorialize the slavery trauma. A recent
letter to the editor in the New York Times points eloquently to this absence and to the
lack of black-whire solidarity it implies:

The worthy suggestion that the Tweed Courrhouse in Lower Manhattan be used as a

musenm to memorialize New York Ciry's slave history . . . evokes a broader question:

Why is chere no aatiena! museum dedicared ro the hiscoy of slavery? One can only imag-

ine the profound educationzl and emotional effect a major institution recounting this

peticd of our history would have on #// Americans. Perhaps President-elect George W,

Bush, in suiving to be a uniter of people, would consider promoting such a project in our

capital? {December 16, 2000: New York Temes, Seceion A page 18 Col. 4).

18. There are, in other words, not only empirical bur also moral consequences of this
theoretical disagreement about the nature of institutionalization. For example, the rou-
tinization of recent tratma processes—those concerned with the democratic transitions
of the last decade—has produced a body of specialists who, far from being dessicated and
instrumental, have worked to spread a new message of moral responsibility and inclu-
sion. As this book goes to press, the New York Times has published the following repost
under the headline “For Nations Traumatized by the Past, New Remedies.”

From temporary offices on Wall Steeet, a new international human rights group has

plunged into work with 14 countries, helping them come to terms with che oppressions

thar mark their recent past. The International Center for Transicional Justice opened its
doors on March 1, incubaced by the Ford Foundation and led by Alex Boraine, an archi-
tect of South Africa’s Truth and Reconcitiation Commission. The South African commis-
sion was the first to hold pubiic hearings whete hoth victims and perpetrators told their
stories of human rights abuses in the era of Apartheid. With a growing number of coun-
tries rurning to cruth commissions to heal the wounds of their past, many governments
and human rights groups in Asia, South America, Africa and Burope ate now asking for
advice, information and technical assistance from those have been through the process
. The foundarion . . . asked Mr. Boraine . . . to develop a proposal for a center

that would conduct research in the field and help countries emerging from state spon-

sored terrotism or civil war, . . . “The day we got our funds, we were actually in Peru,

and it has been a deluge ever since.” (July 29, 2001: A5)

19. For one of the first and still best sociological statements, see Kuper (1981).

20. This insightful work, by one of the most important contemporary French sociolo-
gists, develops a strong case for the moral relevance of mediated global images of mass
suffering but does not present a complex causal explanation for why and where such im-~
ages might be compelling, and where not.

Chapter 4.

L. “The values which come to be constiturive of the structure of a societal system are,
then, the conceptions of the desirable type of society held by the members of the society
of reference and applied to the particular society of which they are membets. . . . A
value-pattern then defines a direction of choice, and consequent commitment o action”
(Parsons, 1968: 136).

This approach was elaborated by Robin M. Williams, the most auchoritative socio-
logical interpreter of American values in the postwar period: “A value system is an of-
ganized set of preferential rules for making selections, resolving conilicts, and coping
with needs for social and psychological defenses of the choices made or proposed. Values
steer anticipatory and goal-oriented behavior; they also ‘justify’ or “explain’ past con-
duct” (Williams, 1071 123-59, esp. p. 128).

While Parsons and Williams both represent a specific tradition within sociology-—the
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carly and middle period of Durkheim and che later, steacrural-functional school—their
equation of culture with the desirable is shared by every other school of sociological
thought.

2. See the demonstration of this point in Marshall Sahlins’s discussion of polluted
food and clothing symbolism: “Le Pensée Bourgeoise,” in Calture and Practical Reason
(1976: 166-204).

3. A clear statement of this Durkheimian position is Caillois (1959 [1939), in which
Caillois criticizes Durkheim for not distinguishing clearly enough berween the sacred
the profane, and the routine, ’

4. Two of the most compelling contemporary, neo-Aristotelian analyses of “evii.
versus-good” in cultural narratives-are Northrop Frye, The Anatory of Criticism (1971
[19571), and Vladimir Propp, Morphology of the Folbsale (1069 [1928)). More recently, see
Robin Wagner-Pacifici, The More Morality Play: Tervorism as Social Drania (1086},

5. In contemporary social science, the most influential analysis of ritual has been Vic-
tor Turner, The Ritual Process (Chicago: Aldine, 1969).

6. The sacred-profane refers to Durkhein’s later “religious sactology,” the promise of
salvation to Weber's Sociolugy of Religion (1964 [1922]); see the introduction and chapter
1 herein.

7. See Bataille (1957 [1990}, 142—5).

8. “It is inherent in our entite philosophic traditjon that we cannot conceive of a
‘radical evil," and rhis is true both for Christian theology, which conceded even the devil
himself a celestial origin, as well as for Kant. . . . Therefore we have nothing to fall
back on in order to understand a phenomenon that nevertheless confronts us with ics
overpowering reality” (Arendt, 1951:450). ;

Richard Bernstein shares chis view. “The latger question looming in the background
isl whether our philosophic tradition—especially the modern philosophic tradition—is
rich and deep enough to enable us to comprehend what we are asserting when we judge
something to be evil” (Bernstein, “Radical Evil: Kant at War with Himself,” 2001: 56),
After an exhaustive investigarion of Kant's thinking, Bernstein's answer is no, It is a
simitar perception of this failure in the philosophic tradition that provides the focus for
Marfa Pfa Lara’s edited collection of essays Rethinking Evil (2001), as well as Susan
Neiman’s Evil in Modern Thonght: An Alternative History of Philossphy (2002),

9. In his reconstruction of the republican theory of virtue, Quentin Skinner empha-
sizes the role of altruistic cultural commitments within it. See his book The Forndations
of Modern Political Thanght (1978).

10. This communicative-normative logic, which so strikingly adumbrates Haber-
@as’s larer theory, is perhaps most clearly articulated in Dewey’s Democracy and Ednca-
tion (1966 [1916]). Because pragmatism has supplied social science with its theoreti-
cal resources for conceptualizing agency and selfhood, this enthusiastic equation of
valuation—the act of valuing—with goodness has undermined the ability of social sci-
entists to understand how social creativity, agency, often contributes to evil. Cushman
emphasizes the role that agency plays in the social creation of evil in his sociological in-
vestigation of Serbian genocide, which also contains a cogent theoretical criticism of the
way the pragmatist tradition ignored the agentic capacity for evil.

Sociological theorists of agency have, like sociological theorists in general, displaced evil.

This displacement has much to do with the unbridled polirical optimism of the progeni-

tors of the pragmatic theories of action fwho] simply ignored the idea that the prag-

maric, reflexive self could engage in action thar was ferocious, malicious, and cruel in its

genesis or outcomes, Action and reflexivity was, for these thinkers and their later follow-

ers, always considered as progressive. This development was ironic, and perhaps even

naive, since such theories developed in a world historical context in which it was rather
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evident chat agents used the infrastructure of modernity for nefarious rather than pro-

gressive ends, This belief in the optimistic and moral ends of agency is very clear [for

example] in the work of Anthony Giddens, perhaps the most impoztant contemporary

theorist of agency. (Cushman, 1998: 6)

11. This dichotomy informs, for example, the work of the influential sociological
critic Robert Bellah. His collaborative baok, Habits of the Hears, is informed by the re-
publican version of American communitarianism, decrying individualism as evil be-
cause it supposedly makes it impossible for Americans to connect to any value outside
their selves.

Americans tend to think of the ultimarte goals of a good life as martters of personal choice.

. . . Freedom is perhaps the most resonant, deeply held American value. In some ways, it

defines the good in both personal and political life. Yet freedom rurns out to mean being

iefralone by others. . . . What it is chat one might do with that freedom is much more
difficult for Americans to define. . . . It becomes hard to forge bonds of attachment to,

or cooperation with, other people, since such bonds would imply obligarions that necessar-

ily impinge on one's freedom. . . . The large hope that [one’s] freedom might encompass

an ability to share a vision of a good life or 2 good society with others, to debate that vi-

sion, and come to some sort of consensus, is precluded in part by the very definition of free-

dom. (Bellah, Madsen, Sulilivan, Swidler, & Tipton, 1985: 22—4)

Charles Taylor's reply to Bellah is worch poting in this context. “The deeper moral
vision, the genuine moral sources invoked in the aspiration to disengaged reason or
epressive fulfillment tend to be overlooked,” Taylor (1990: 511) writes, “and the less
impressive motives—pride, self-satisfaction, liberation from demanding standards—
brought to the fore.”

A different version of this communirarian value/no value dichotomy can be found in
the more philosophically rigorous position Michael Walzer sets out in Spheres of Justice
{(1984), which equares particular values with the values of a sphere or community, thus
solving the issue of moral rightness through a kind of a priori pluralism. Zygmunt Bau-
man developed a particularly strong sociological critique of this position in Postmodern
Ethics, calling it a naive response to “the cold and abstract territory of universal moral
values” associated with modernity. This *‘comrunity first’ vision of the world,” Bau-
man writes, once “consigned to oblivion by the dominane thought which proudly de-
scribed ieself as ‘marching with time,” scientific and progressive,” /s now so populat in

the social sciences that “it comes quite close to being elevated to the canon and uncon-
tested ‘good sense’ of human sciences” {1993: 42—3).

t2. I think this is what Bartaille was trying to ger at when he called for “the recti-
fication of the comman view which inattentively sees Good in opposition to Evil.
Though Good and Evil are complementary, there is no equivalence. We are right to dis-
tinguish berween behavior which has a humane sense and behavior which has an odious
sense. But the opposition berween these forms of behavior is not that which theoretically
opposes Good to Evil” (1090: 144).

13. For a sociological consideration of these standard philosophical divisions and an
empirical response to them see Alexander (2000: 271-310).

14. In his Lectures on the Philosophical Doctrine of Religion, Kant wrote, “Thus evil in the
world can be regarded as incompleteness in the development of the germ toward the
good. Evil has no special germ; for it is mere negation and consists only in the limitation
of the good. It is nothing beyond this, other than incompleteness in the development of
the germ o the good oue of uncultivatedness” (quoted in Bernstein, 2001: 84).

It is this Kantian inability to conceptualize what I have calied here the sai generis au-
tonomy of evil that leads Bernstein ultimately to conclude his investigation of Kant's

notion of radical evil by suggesting that,
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when we analyze what Kant means, the results are quite disappointiag. . . . Radical

evil seems to be liczle more than a way of designaring the tendency of human beings to

disobey the moral law, [that is} not to do what they ought to do. There is a dispariry

between Kant's thecoric—his references to “wickedness,” “perversity” “corauption”—and
the concent of what he is saying. . . . Kant's concept of an evil maxim is too limited

and undifferentiated. The distincrion between a good man and an evil man depends on

whether or not he subordinates the “incentives of his sensuous nature” to the moral law

as an incentive. (Bernstein, 2001: 84)

The phrase “incentives of his sensuous nature” refers to the egoistic self who is not able
to make a connection to values, which themsetves are conceived inevicably as representa-
tions of the good. .

15. For the earlier writings, see, for example, Habermas, “Labor and Interaction: Re-
marks on Hegel's Jena Philosaphy of Mind,” in Theory and Practice (1973: 142—-69). For the
peototypical later renditions of this dichotomy, see his Theory of Communicative Action
(1984). I believe that in his most recent writings, those that have tried to articulate the
role of culture in the public sphere of “discourse ethics,” Habermas has been determined
ta distance himself from chis kind of binary thinking. In my view, he will not be able to
do so until he jettisons his narrowly pragmatic approach to discourse as speech acts and
incorporates discourse in a broader, more semiotic and hermeneutic sense.

16. For an expansion of this critique, see Alexander and Lara (1996).

17. Quoted in Richard Hecht, unpublished manuscript.

. 18. Foucault would seem to be the obvious, and in some ways all-imporeant, excep-
tion to this argument, as I have indicated earlier, Foucault, and the postn‘lodemist arche-
ologists of modernity who followed him, found the production of evil, in the form of
d.omination and pollution of the other, to be at the heact of modern thought and prac-
tice. Despite this understanding, Foucault did not interpretively reconstruct “evil val-
ues” in the manner I am calling for here. Instead he considered domination and pollu-
tion to be the product of “normal” procedures of scientific rational knowledge and the
“normalizing” social control accompanying it. In other words, Foucault followed the
mainstream tradition in considering evil to follow, as an unintended consequence, from
the (however misguided) normatively inspired effort to institutionalize the good. fn this
regard, Foucault may have been influenced by the spirit of Bataille, but he did not fol-
low the late-Durkheimian roots of his thinking.

19. This, of course, is the standard cricicism of Parsons’s “oversocialized conception of
fnan,” but it is connected here not with his functionalism but with a much mote general
inadequacy in understanding the nature of culture—a problem, I am suggesting, that
Parsons shared not only with his antifunctionalist critics but with virtually the éntire
spectrum of social and policical thinkers. For an argument that Parsons can be seen
within the Republican tradition, see Alexander (2001).

20. See Niklas Luhmann, “Durkheim on Morality and the Division of Labor,” in The
Differentiation of Society (1982: 9—10). ’

According to Durkheim . . . we are not confronted with factually morat and factually

immoral actions. . . . Instead, it has been conceptually decided in advance chat, essen-

tially, there is only morality and solidarity, but that under certain regrettable circum-

stances these can be cur short from their full realization. Durkheim . . . conceives

negation as mere deprivation, and to that extent his theory remains Aristotelian. Despite

all his underseanding for corruption and incompieteness, he expresses an affirmative

attitude toward society. (Luhmana, 1982: 9—10)

21. For an carlicr historical discussion that also roots Nazism in strongly held “evil”

values, see Geotge L. Mosse's closely related and much earlier historical investigation
The Crisis of German Ideology: Intellectual Origins of the Third Reich (1964). ,
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22. As this sentence suggests, the sociological perspective on evil presented here
does not aim atr making distinceions among different qualities of evil, as philosophers
do, for example, when they distinguish between the banality of evil and radical evil.
From a sociological point of view, the struceures and processes, both institutional and
symbolic, involved in establishing the range of different qualities of evil are the same.
Each involves evoking and maintaining & sharp distinction between the pure and the
impure.

23. As Ferrara writes, “the criterion for the radicality of radical evil ought perhaps to
be internal to us, the moral community, rather than external, objective. Evil then is per-
haps best conceived as a horizon that moves with us, rather than as something that stands
over against us” (2001: 189).

24. For other empirical studies of such evil-representing events, their sociccultural
causes, and their subsequent social impacts, see Jacobs (2000), Smith (1906, 1991), and
Alexander (1987). For an overview of the phenomenon of moral panics, see Kenneth
Thompson, Meral Panics (1998).

25. This is not to say that the attsibution of evil to an action, and the subsequent
punishment of the agent, is unjustified, either empirically or morally. What is suggested
is that such actributions and punishments are arbitrary from the sociological point of
view, that is, they do not grow “naturally” from the qualities of the actions themselves.
The identification of evil and its punishment are as much determined by social and cul-
tural processes—by context—as by the nature of the actions themselves, though the lac-
ter obviously plays an important role.

26. This conception derives from anthropological discussions of taboo, for example,
Franz Steiner, Tubos (1956). In Stigma (1963}, Erving Goffman has developed the most
general and persuasive treatment of this phenomenon in contemporary social science

27. See Stanley Cohen, Folk Devils and Moval Panics: The Creation of the Mods and Rock-
ers {1972), and, more genetally, Thompson (1998). For the notion of boundaty danger,
see Kai Erikson, Wayward Puritans: A Study in the Sociolsgy of Deviance (19006).

28. Suggested to me by Steven J. Sherwood, personal communication.

29. The notion of the limit experience is the centerpiece of James Miller's fascinating
but one-sided investigation into what he views as the amoral, antihumane life of Fou-
cault, The Passion of Michel Foucanlt (1993: 29, 308 n. 49). Without disputing Miller’s
mosal judgment of Foucault’s sexual behavior later in his life, which by several accounts
evidenced a lack of concern for spreading HIV, I do question Miller’s effort to generalize
this accusation to a theoretical and philosophical indictment of Foucault’s concentration
on evil rather than on the good. Miller takes the notion of the “limit experience” as indi-
cating the moral, even the social endorsement of the antigood motality that transgres-
sion allows. This is not the perspective of Bataille, as 1 indicate in the following, nor
should it necessarily be attributed to the theoretical perspective of Foucault, no matter
what the nature of his own personal and idiosyncratic fascination with transgression was.

30, For discussions of Baraille’s life and work, and the context of his_time, see
Michael Richardson, Georges Bataille (1994), and Carolyn Bailey Gill, ed., Bataille: Wris-
ing the Sacred (1995). The ambiguity and complexity of Bataille’s thinking have made it
difficulr to incorporate his chinking into streams of thought other than French-inspired
postmodernist licerary theory. While drawing fruicfully from the “later” religious soci-
ology of Durkheim and Mauss (see Bataille, 1990 {1957} 208 n. 48), Bataille also tried,
much less fruitfully in my view, to develop a kind of totalizing historical and existential
philosophy that included not only an ontology and a metaphysics but also a Marxist-
inspired political economy. Despite its genuine intellectual interest, the short-lived
“College de France,” which Bataille initiated with the third-generation Duskheimian
Roger Caillois in the late 19305, had a cultic and antinomian quality that aspired to the
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status of the surrealist group of the World War I era. See Michéle Richman, “The Sacred
Group: A Durkheimian Perspective on the College de Sociologie,” in Gill (rggs:
58—76).
31,
To be "bad” is to be mean in a precise sense of the term. Badasses manifest the cranscen-
dent superiority of their being, specifically by insisting on the dominance of their will,
thar “I mean it,” when the “it” itself is, in a way obvious to all, immaterial. They engage
in vielence not necessarily sadistically or “for its own sake” but to back up rheir meaning
withoue the limiting influence of utilicarian considerations or a concern for self-preserva-
rion. To make vivid sense of all the detailed ways of the badass, one must consider the
essential project as transcending the modern moral injunction to adjust the public self
sensitively to situarionally contingent expectations. (Katz, Sedwstions of Crime: Moral and
Sensual Attractions of Doing Evil [1988: 817)
See also Richard Stivers, Evil in Modern Myth and Ritual (1082).
32. I draw here from “Human Righes Language in Amnesty International” (n.d.),
section 4, 24—5. I cannot locate the author of this very interesting manuscript, which, as
far as I know, is as yet unpublished.

Chaprer 5.

1. For the initial starement of this argument, see Alexander {(1992). Qur argument
that subsystems within the social structure possess binary codes will be familiar to read-
ers of Luhmann (e.g., 1989: 36—s0). For Luhmann, binary codes are a functional neces-
sity explicable in terms of the need of differentiated subsysterns to process informarion
concerning their environment. This theoretical position seemingly results in an overde-
termination of the content of codes by social structure. In our theory the question of
meaning is central to understanding the natute of codes. We propose that the codes for
any given subsystem create a complex discourse because they consist of extended chains
of concepts instead of a single binaty pair. Moreover, in that our codes are charged with
the symbology of the sacred and the profame, they respond to specifically cultural prob-
lems of interpretation, as well as the systemic problems of channeling communication,
information, and output.

2. Readers familiar with culeural work in the area of gender will be familiar with
many of these binary codings, and the application of the negative discourse to women—
especially during the nineteenth century—as a means of securing their exclusion and
subordination. We see nothing inherently gendered in the discourses, however, insofar as
they are also applied to constitute marginal groups in which sexual identity is not an
issue. That is to say, the same deep codes are used as a basis for discrimination by race,
geographic location, class, religion, and age.

3. Of course the codes we propose are not arbitrary, insofar as each code element and
its partner can be described from cthe point of view of logical philosophy as mutually ex-
clusive opposing qualities. The codes are, however, arbitrary in two ways. First, complex
semantic codes enchain these binary pairs into larger structures in an entirely conven-
tional manner—the code is the result of a cultural bricolage (see Lévi-Strauss, 1967).
Ametican civil society, then, allocates qualities to sacred and profane codings on a differ-
ent, but no more or less necessary, basis from communitarian or fascist civil societies,
Second, the association between the code element and the excrasymbolic reality of the
social world is entirely dependent on contingent processes of association and inter-
pretation undertaken by social actors. The indexical relation between the codes as
“signs” and the world of “things” is thus as conventional as the link between Saussaure’s
“acoustic image” and “concept.”
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