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Preface
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With the exception of the introductory essay, this book contains previ-
ously published research. In an effort to include a greater variety of work
and to provide thematic continuity, the material has been edited for length,
with proposed cuts vetted by the authors. Titles have been slightly amended
to flag the fact that the contributions here differ from the originals. Readers
are asked to remember that the process of editing has inevitably entailed a
loss of information. In my opinion this has been most notably the case for
the contributions by Wagner-Pacifici and Schwartz, Morrill, and Sewell. In
the case of the first two, rather substantial sections of ethnographic detail
have had to be excised. In Sewell’s essay an important and sophisticated
theoretical critique of Giddens and Bourdieu was removed on the grounds
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The new American cultural
sociology: an introduction

Philip Smith

Over the past ten to fifteen years “culture” has developed to become one of
the most popular and important areas within sociology in the United
States. This increasing awareness attests to both the scope and the quality
of contemporary cultural work. As this new wave of discourse matures, and
asits practitioners and ideas become more central to the discipline, the need
grows for an overview of the area. This collection of papers is intended to
provide such a guide. The contributions to this book illustrate the variety
of work that is now being done by American cultural sociologists. But they
also do more than this. Sometimes the whole can be greater than the sum
of its disparate parts, and in combination the work presented here suggests
and documents a distinctive, new, American tradition in cultural sociology.
The aim of this introductory essay is to indicate the genesis and form of this
tradition. The first section positions contemporary American cultural soci-
ology in an historical context, via an exploration of the shifting theoretical
tides of the discipline. The second part documents the cluster of family
resemblances which constitute the discursive field, drawing contrasts with
other modes of socio-cultural inquiry. I turn first to the issue of genesis.
The new-found appreciation of culture in American sociology can be
explained in terms of a pendulum effect linking intellectual cohorts with
theoretical positions. This has seen culture swing back into the analytic
spotlight from a dark exile at the margins of the profession. During the late
1960s and the 1970s there was a massive reaction against cultural explana-
tion in American sociology. Culture was tainted by its association with
Parsonian normative functionalism. During this period it was argued, with
sometimes more, sometimes less justice, that the elaborate model of society
developed by Talcott Parsons contained a number of theoretical and
empirical errors. It was held to emphasize harmony over conflict, structure
over agency and integration over fragmentation. Uniting all these themes
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was the central role given by Parsons to an overarching system of values
and norms. This cultural system directed and coordinated both personal-
ity and social systems so as to produce a stable, “functioning” society. It is
not surprising, then, that the various reactions against Parsons all refused
normative explanation.! The need to confront the obvious inadequacies of
Parsons’s structural theory was fatefully conflated with a need to abandon,
rather than refine, the project of elaborating the role of culture in society.
Resulting from this rebellion against norms was the rapid ascent of a
series of profoundly anti-cultural social theories. In the “macro” field there
was a vogue for “conflict sociology” which drew upon Marx, Simmel and
a Max Weber who was now interpreted as a kind of neo-Marxist historian
rather than as a forefather of hermeneutic sociological inquiry.2 As conflict
sociology hit a theoretical dead-end it gave birth to the fruitful, if clumsily
named, field of “comparative and historical sociology” which highlighted
the omnipresence of struggle and oppression to social process. Studies in
this field placed a relentless emphasis on power and social structural
resources as the ultimate determinants of historical outcomes in processes
like state formation and imperialism and in forms of collective action such
as revolutions and social movements. Such work respecified its objects of
study in radically anti-cultural terms. In the work of Skocpol and Tilly, for
example, the state was no longer seen through the lenses of contract theory
as the legitimate guardian of a collective order invested with normative
authority. Rather it was depicted as the arena of class struggle or as the
locus of class rule, or as a selfish, predatory bureaucracy, intent on consol-
idating its own power. Under this rubric, culture could be variously under-
stood either as a system of more or less cynical ideological frameworks for
establishing claims to legitimacy, the unconscious product of social struc-
tural (usually class) locations, or as completely irrelevant to sociological
explanation. Whichever scenario one chose, it was hardly worth investing
any time in the study of a weak, almost irrelevant, dependent variable.
Those not attracted to quasi-materialist thinking could find other,
equally anti-cultural, theoretical traditions to work in. It is true that the
new “micro” perspectives that emerged during the 1960s were initially
somewhat cultural. Garfinkel’s work on trust, Sacks’s work on membership
categorization devices, and early conversation-analytic analyses of adja-
cency pairs, for example, held out the promise of linking a collective moral
order to the exigencies of individual practical action. Yet during the 1970s
micro theories became increasingly antithetical to normative explanation
and quasi-cultural theorizing. The muscular new fields of conversation
analysis and ethnomethodology gained support most rapidly when they
offered ways of relating action to meaning without recourse to collective
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norms or common symbolic structures. This theoretical coup was achieved
by demoting “norms” as a valid topic of inquiry and by insisting on the
purely “local” production of social order. The theoretical resources for
accomplishing this came from a synthesis of an American pragmatist tradi-
tion that emphasized individual experience and local contexts and a
German phenomenological tradition which understood meaningfulness
primarily in cognitive, not evaluative terms. The rational choice theories
which also gained in popularity, especially towards the end of the 1970s,
went even further in rejecting culture. By positing a society made up of
rational, selfish actors they abandoned all pretence of studying meaning in
favor of refining the mathematical equations and game scenarios that, in
their view, best explained profit-maximizing social actions.?

Many of the intellectual generation that rose to prominence during the
1980s embraced culture, swinging with the pendulum into an almost empty
field. Career opportunities began to open up as the previous generation of
Parsonian cultural theorists moved towards retirement and attractive new
theories of culture became available for empirical deployment. Moreover,
culture offered a way for promising scholars to differentiate themselves
from their mentors and peers in the academic marketplace. This embrace
of culture was neither unreflexive nor nostalgic, for the new wave of cul-
tural theory has been anxious to avoid the perceived theoretical mistakes of
Parsonian “normative consensus” theorizing. At the same time it has been
positively influenced by the research agendas and models of the social put
into play by Parsons’s immediate critics. And so the assumption of con-
sensus has been replaced by an examination of the role culture plays in
struggle and inequality. Studies of sub-cultures and organizational cultures
replaced the examination of a purportedly overarching, unified “cultural
system.” In the same spirit explorations have been made of the highly frac-
tured, contested, multilayered, sometimes even self-contradictory nature of
symbolic and cultural systems. Studies of the dynamics of the production
and reception of culture have confronted the idealism of the more or less
free-floating Parsonian value system. The critiques of the micro theorists
have also been taken seriously with scholars stressing the contingent, nego-
tiated, multifaceted qualities of action with respect to culture and the ways
in which agents use culture in concrete interactional settings.

In a sense, then, we can say that America now displays a genuinely post-
Parsonian cultural sociology. Surprisingly few contemporary practitioners
of cultural sociology in America make reference to Parsons in either a pos-
itive or negative context. This fact reflects not only the pervasive influence
of European cultural theory (discussed below), but also the fact that today
(notwithstanding the recent work of neofunctionalists) Parsonian theory
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sets neither the terms of debate, nor the questions to be explored, nor even
the tenor of argument. Yet we should use the term “post-Parsonian” with
some caution —a caution flagged by the “in a sense™ at the start of this para-
graph. There are two reasons for this. Firstly, an earlier generation of schol-
ars like Geertz, Shils, and Bellah had confronted Parsons’s cultural theory
from within his camp. They argued that Parsons’s approach was
insufficiently hermeneutic and that in tying culture too closely to structure
and function, it prescinded consideration of the autonomous textuality of
social life. Because these scholars remain important figures for almost all
contemporary American cultural sociologists, Parsons can be seen as still
exerting a force on current scholarship via his students. Secondly, the voices
and agendas of Parsons’s critics during the 1960s and 1970s still inflect the
work of contemporary cultural sociologists.* Here, then, we can discern a
dialectical process at work in which Parsons plays the part of the now
almost invisible “other” through which knowledge-producing discourses
have asserted their identity and purpose. In so far as the contemporary
sociological field in America has been decisively shaped by these anti-
Parsonian positions, one can see his influence persisting at two steps’
remove.

The fall of Parsons and the turn away from and then back towards
culture provide only a partial explanation of the current form of American
cultural sociology. Such an analysis can go quite a long way towards
explaining why culture has come back in, but it cannot tell us much about
how meaning itself is conceptualized. To understand this we have to turn
towards Europe, and then, like Henry James or Alexis de Tocqueville,
explore tensions between European ideas and their translation into an
American idiom.

During the 1960s and 1970s, just as Parsonian normative analysis in
America was on the ebb, Europe produced a massive intellectual tide of
structuralist and poststructuralist thought. Major scholars within the
social sciences like Lévi-Strauss, Foucault, Lacan, Dumont, Douglas,
Baudrillard, Lyotard, and Bourdieu emphasized the role of discourses and
myths, symbols and signs, codes, rituals and beliefs in shaping social life.
Contemporary American cultural sociology can be understood as a
product of the intersection of these European movements with its own dis-
ciplinary history and theoretical traditions (Lamont and Wuthnow 1990).

The attraction of the European theorists for American sociologists has
been not so much their methodological rigor (often perceived to be lacking)
or their contribution to understanding ongoing sociological debates about
substantive empirical issues (often understood as marginal due to a
European preference for philosophical abstraction), but rather their cre-
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ative thinking and the tools that they have provided for a dynamic new style
of cultural analysis, most particularly in decoding culture itself. During the
heyday of functionalism in the 1950s and 1960s cultural analysis was
stunted by a rudimentary tool-kit consisting of concepts like “norms,”
“values,” and “beliefs.” Although capable of operationalization by survey
researchers and social psychologists, these concepts could only produce a
wooden and lifeless form of cultural sociology that was profoundly unsat-
isfying from a hermeneutic point of view. That is to say concepts such as
“values” failed to capture the structures and meanings of the cultural
system in a rich, textured, and analytically powerful way. The functionalist
cultural model was also difficult to link up to action and process convinc-
ingly. In consequence, studies produced using this tool-kit (for example,
those of national cultures, peasant attitudes, democratic beliefs, and so on)
now strike us as often absurdly general, at times somewhat dull, and usually
profoundly ahistorical.

As American sociologists embraced culture once again, they found that
European structuralist and poststructuralist thought provided the models
of culture they needed. These were new, exciting, exotic. Aside from these
positive virtues European thought was attractive because it was untainted
by the vice of association with functionalism. In a Durkheimian sense this
new knowledge was “pure” rather than “polluted” and allowed theorists to
conduct cultural research without fear of stigma. Yet although foreign
ideas about culture were taken up with the greatest enthusiasm, they were
reworked in a distinctive, American style. This style arose from the
organization and culture of the American sociological field. Its character-
istics can best be identified through contrast with two other modes of cul-
tural inquiry. The first of these is the continental European tradition of
“high theory” associated with names like Habermas, Foucault, and Lévi-
Strauss. The other is the approach of British cultural studies. This school
of thought, which is at present growing in influence in the American ter-
tiary sector, is linked to scholars like Stuart Hall, John Fiske, and Lawrence
Grossberg.

Sweeping comparisons between forms of discourse can, of course, be
dangerous in that they obscure diversity and conflict within each field. The
geographical tags through which these schools have been identified must
also be treated with caution as they tend to mask the existence of “out-
liers” — researchers in particular geographical locations who conduct
research according to the norms most associated with another tradition.
Finally, we have to be aware of the perils of comparing phenomena of
different orders. European cultural theory, British cultural studies, and
American cultural sociology are different animals almost by definition. It
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is therefore hardly surprising that we can detect significant points of diver-
gence. But, although imperfect, the contrasts developed here offer a
foundation upon which we can later construct a more nuanced under-
standing about particular types of research enterprise. In particular, they
afford the intellectual distance from which we can begin to construct a
reflexive understanding of the cultures that guide research activity.

A useful starting point for this three-way comparison is the issue of
disciplinarity. The research of American cultural sociologists remains very
strongly tied to disciplinary themes and debates, with the primary audience
a peer group of scholars within the same sub-area of the same discipline.
Links with other disciplines are weakly developed, with the strongest links
being perhaps with the field of social and cultural history through figures
like William Sewell, Jr. (see Wacquant and Calhoun 1989). By contrast the
European model demands an interdisciplinary and occasionally mass audi-
ence. Academic prestige comes from exerting the widest possible influence
on intellectual life through becoming a “total intellectual” who is able to
engage in multiple spheres of public debate and even, in some cases, various
media of cultural production (e.g., novels and drama as well as academic
texts).

The contents of scholarly texts reflect these contrasting expectations and
audiences. In the works of European sociologists like Habermas or
Bourdieu, for example, we find frequent references to core problems in phi-
losophy and borrowings from fields like linguistics and aesthetics. Whilst
the American cultural sociologist might draw upon these fields in develop-
ing theory, few would feel motivated or qualified to develop a sustained cri-
tique of a Noam Chomsky or a Susan Sontag or a Sigmund Freud. The
American cultural sociologist is also less likely to produce work as an
“intervention” in ongoing political and social movement struggles. In the
American discipline of sociology, academic work is narrower in scope,
more limited in its ambitions, more cautious in its claims, and more precise
in its formulations, if less visionary in its diagnoses. It is concerned more
with issues in the specifically sociological tradition rather than with engag-
ing the icons of Western thought or producing a global theory of how the
world works. And so most textual debate is about focusing issues within
academic sub-fields rather than taking on major intellectual and political
movements located in other disciplines or wider society.

Like the European mode of inquiry, the British cultural studies model
(e.g., Grossberg, Nelson, and Treichler 1991) is also strongly inter-
disciplinary in orientation. Although early texts by sociologists centered on
traditional sociological fare such as work, the state, or crime and deviance,
the British model of cultural studies has always been strongly inter-
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disciplinary. The ongoing destabilization of disciplinary boundaries in
recent work marks a continuation of an existing trend rather than a break
with the past. Collaboration is common between scholars in different tradi-
tional disciplines and books are often aimed at broad audiences and market
segments in general areas like media, culture and society, or women’s
studies. This interdisciplinary edge is now being reflected in academic
organization, with new departments of “cultural studies,” “culture and
media studies,” or “cultural studies and cultural policy” being set up in
many universities. These departments will typically be staffed by aca-
demics with backgrounds in a number of traditional disciplines, such as
history, sociology, communications, English, and anthropology.

The British cultural studies tradition also shares with the European
model a concern with social engagement, usually from a radical political
perspective. A major consequence of this has been a presuppositional
commitment to a power-based frame of analysis. Culture is to be analyzed
in terms of the extent to which it supports or confronts existing social
inequalities patterned around race, class, and gender. From an American
perspective such an approach has been perceived as unduly restrictive
(Sherwood, Smith, and Alexander 1993) and in particular as circumscrib-
ing the range of theories that can be drawn upon in investigating the role
that culture plays in society. Consequently if the analysis of power and
engagement with the problematics identified by critical theories remains
central to the European and British models, in the American tradition these
have far less influence (Lamont and Wuthnow 1990). Weberian and
Durkheimian ideas about issues of religion, symbolism, ritual and social
structure, solidarity, salvation, and charisma continue to exert a powerful
influence on American cultural analysis (see Emirbayer 1996; Smith and
Alexander 1996). This ongoing connection with foundational debates
reflects, yet again, the strongly disciplinary character of American cultural
sociology.

Differential rates of participation in disciplinary, interdisciplinary, and
extra-academic fields are also embodied in the forms of self-identification
that scholars display. Whilst the self-description as a “cultural sociologist”
is common in the American context (imagine the exchange at an ASA
convention: “What kind of work do you do?” “Oh, I'm a cultural sociolo-
gist”), this term would have little meaning or currency in continental
Europe. There a researcher in the tradition of Lévi-Strauss, Foucault,
Bourdieu, or Barthes is likely to see themselves as simply a “sociologist” or
perhaps, in some cases, as an “intellectual” or a “philosopher.” Similarly, a
practitioner writing in the Birmingham tradition with a sociology Ph.D. is
likely to identify themselves as doing “cultural studies,” not as a “cultural
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sociologist,” thereby pointing to the subject matter of their research, rather
than their disciplinary background, as a primary source of professional
identity.

In understanding the development and nature of this disciplinary col-
lective identity among American cultural sociologists it is important to
acknowledge an institutional base. Within American sociology the
American Sociological Association constitutes an immensely powerful
force. The division of this organization into “sections” promotes the empir-
ical and perceptual division of its members into specialisms each with their
own territory. The designation of a Culture Section in 1987 must therefore
be considered a foundational moment. It provided for the identification of
cultural sociology as a distinctive form of sociological enterprise (much like
“stratification research,” “social studies of science,” or “health”) that has
to carve out its own niche in the marketplace of ideas if it is to survive.
Associated with this institutional trend towards formal differentiation is
the idea that cuitural sociology is a specialism with its core of canonical
texts (e.g., Geertz on the Balinese cockfight, Shils on charisma, and Bellah
on civil religion) and central debates (e.g., structure and agency).
Familiarity with these texts and debates is required if one is to be called a
competent cultural sociologist. A final symptom and cause of solidarity
among American cultural sociologists have been the relatively dense social
networks that tie people together who work in the field. These are also sus-
tained, in no small part, by the ASA Culture Section through its conference
activities, newsletters, and e-mail discussion groups.

With this emerging identity and growing institutional differentiation in
America there have come a series of arguments on behalf of cultural soci-
ology within the discipline as a whole. These claims center on the issue of
the “autonomy of culture.” Such arguments are to some extent the atavis-
tic legacy of European structuralist rhetorics, especially those of Lévi-
Strauss and Foucault. To some extent they mimic both the “relative
autonomy of the state” propositions used, with great success, by political
sociologists in the early 1980s and the somewhat earlier claims of “micro”
sociologists for the autonomy of the “interaction order.” Such assertions
undoubtedly have a strategic dimension in that they seek to legitimate a
space for cultural sociological inquiry. But they also reflect the genuine
theoretical concerns of the line of interpretive inquiry that runs from the
hermeneutics of Dilthey to the poststructuralism of Derrida. So they can
be correctly understood as the authentic manifestation of an emergent,
solidaristic collective identity “for culture.” What is easy to overlook in the
search for origin and motivation is the fact that these claims are made
within a disciplinary context. That is to say they really amount to a call for
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space and status recognition within the framework of mainstream sociol-
ogy. They point, in other words, to the fact that American cultural sociol-
ogy is conservative rather than revolutionary in its academic program,
unlike the British cultural studies model which has attempted to transgress
disciplinary boundaries and create a completely new academic and dis-
cursive field.

Calls for the autonomy of culture also signpost the influence of posi-
tivism on American cultural sociology. In the American context these calls
often take the form of demands that culture be taken seriously as an “inde-
pendent variable.” Yet at the same time there is a competing dynamic
against transcendental idealism. This position, arising in part from post-
Parsonian anxieties about overvaluing culture, has precluded the Lévi-
Straussian option of bringing culture back in as the sole significant
variable, thereby treating the social world as the product of free-floating
myths and texts. The result has been widespread endorsement of a middle-
ground position calling for multidimensional explanations that provide
space for social structure, culture, and individual actors as simultaneous
“causes” of the same events and processes. Therefore debates between cul-
tural sociologists often concern the relative weights that are given to each
level of analysis. In a curious, roundabout way this concern for multidimen-
sionality reiterates Parsons’s call for the mutual interpretation of social,
cultural, and personality systems. However, causality tends to be proximate
and grounded rather than abstract and systemic as in Parsons’s own work.

Assertions about the autonomy of culture also characterized British cul-
tural studies during its salad days. Today this sort of discourse has all but
disappeared. As cultural studies has shifted towards the arts for its institu-
tional support and academic market, and as cultural studies has become a
self-supporting intellectual field, there has been less need to engage in
debates or polemics against social structural or material determinism or
against instrumental views of social action. Field autonomy has brought
with it the luxury of being able to assume, rather than needing to demon-
strate, that culture is worth taking seriously. It is possible that American
cultural sociology will also follow this path as it becomes more central to
the discipline.

The European tradition differs again when it comes to thinking about
culture and causality. Here, thinking in terms of variables is alien to the dis-
course, with greater emphasis being placed on exploring the fusion of the
cultural, the social, and the material than on bringing about their analytic
separation. This differing style of discourse explains the frustration
American scholars and students often experience in reading Europeans like
Foucault or Lévi-Strauss, where discrete “variables” and lines of cause and



10 Philip Smith

effect are almost impossible to identify. This kind of writing is also to be
found in ancestral figures like Marx, Durkheim, and Weber, and it accounts
for the range of interpretations to which they have been subjected, with
each of them having been described on the gamut running from idealism to
materialism. Disjunctures between European cultural theory and
American modes of thinking often lead American researchers to translate
European cultural theory into a workable set of propositions so they can
“test” it. A telling exception here is the work of Pierre Bourdieu. Although
the philosophical and Marxist elements of Bourdieu’s theories have found
little favor in America, much of his work is already structured in a positiv-
istic guise with relatively clear hypotheses and elegant empirical tests. It is
no accident, therefore, that Bourdieu has exerted a profound influence on
American cultural sociology.

A final defining characteristic of American cultural sociology is the
preference for empirically grounded, middle-range research. The European
tradition of “high theory” assigns prestige to the ability to speak in global
and abstract terms about how culture works. In American cultural sociol-
ogy and British cultural studies far greater attention is paid to exploring
how culture works in specialist topic-fields. This preference reflects, yet
again, the continuing importance of the Anglo-American empiricist tradi-
tion in shaping academic life in the United States and Britain, as opposed
to the more speculative, literary, and discursive style of European intellec-
tual output. Culture tends to be conceptualized in terms of its concrete
interplay with institutions, organizations, and specific historical sequences
rather than in terms of the grand historical meta-narratives and philosoph-
ical abstractions which dominate the European mode of discourse. The
result has been a form of discourse which usually anchors analysis in
empirical materials, with even papers of a purely theoretical bent providing
brief examples to illustrate their point. Evidence for this preference for
empirically grounded, middle-range work can be seen, once again, in the
reception of European works and scholars in Britain and America.
Empirical studies have been more influential than purely theoretical tracts.
Foucault is most accurately thought of as a philosopher, yet the data-rich
Discipline and Punish has been far more widely read than abstruse texts like
The Order of Things or The Archaeology of Knowledge. Similarly
Habermas’s slender empirical study of the public sphere now stimulates
more interest than his difficult magnum opus on communicative action.

Perhaps inevitably this attention to concrete, middle-range, real-world
detail has seen both British and American traditions introduce agency into
inquiry, stressing the way that actors mediate cultural codes in particular
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settings. Such mediations may involve using culture for strategic ends, cul-
tural innovation, or reading and interpreting texts in individual- or group-
specific ways. In the American case, this has been anchored in a powerful
pragmatist tradition (see Lamont and Wuthnow 1990) and the influence of
comparative social history (Wacquant and Calhoun 1989) as well as in
phenomenological resources. In the British case, agency was originally
introduced via the Western Marxist tradition — in particular Gramsci. The
aim of this research agenda was to displace the brand of monolithic Marxist
theorizing that left little room for analyzing strategy and negotiation in the
struggle for cultural hegemony (Hall 1980). Despite these differing origins,
in recent years both American and British approaches have come to be
strongly influenced by poststructural theories of reading. This has shifted
the analysis of contingency towards the reception of cultural codes and
away from the circumstances surrounding their production.

Yet, although the British cultural studies tradition shares the empirical,
middle-range quality of American cultural sociology, positivist norms are
weakly developed. The ever-intensifying push towards wider inter-
disciplinary relevance has seen the orientation of the field shift from the
social sciences towards the arts. Traditional issues of measurement and
methodology have become displaced in favor of innovative, virtuoso inter-
pretations of media texts, youth sub-cultures, popular music lyrics, etc.
Consequently the style of much contemporary work on sociological themes
has more in common with the aesthetic discourses of literary and art crit-
icism than with sociology. This shift has undoubtedly helped British cul-
tural studies to colonize other disciplines, enabling scholars without social
scientific methodological training to participate in debates about quasi-
sociological issues. By contrast, success in adapting to disciplinary norms
about sociology as science has been central to the rise of cultural work
within the discipline of American sociology. These adaptations have
included a preference for quantitative analysis or, in the case of qualitative
work, controlled comparisons which attempt to rule out the influence of
other variables (typically things like rational interest, social structure,
money, or power). Theoretical work conducted by American cultural soci-
ologists has, in consequence, something of the quality of Kuhnian “normal
science” when compared to work in the British and Continental traditions.
It tries to accumulate small, specialism-specific gains in fact and theory
rather than construct bold new paradigms or speculative interpretations.
Of course, theoretical disputes persist between schools of thought within
American cultural sociology. Contestation is only natural given a vibrant
and dynamic research environment. Yet, in the final analysis, the greatest
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strengths of American cultural sociology lie in its relatively non-dogmatic,
middle-rangeness, its concern with data and rules of evidence and its ability
to address core disciplinary issues. The result has been a style of research
where creative thinking coexists with intellectual modesty and methodolog-
ical caution. These are the qualities that best define a growing, and excit-
ing, field of cultural exploration.

Organization of the book

The claim made here, then, is that American cultural sociology is an enter-
prise that is both distinctive and worthwhile. Such a grand claim about sub-
stance and value must be substantiated. The best proof of the pudding, as
they say, is in the eating, and therefore we turn from abstract description to
theresearch productitself. For the most part the papers collected in this book
are by a younger generation of scholars, all of them based at United States
institutions. Most were published over the past fifteen or so years in
American journals, the majority in the two core professional journals in the
United States — the American Journal of Sociology and the American
Sociological Review —where the traits of American cultural inquiry are most
clearly developed. The essays were selected not with the aim of promoting
any particular type of cultural sociology, in terms of theory or methodology,
but rather to map out the field of American cultural sociology by presenting
arange of its most exemplary work. It is hoped they will allow the reader to
leave this book understanding more precisely what this general approach
offers and how it adds up to a distinctive new mode of cultural inquiry.

With a view, therefore, to emphasizing strong family resemblances and
avoiding the divisive separation of essays according to traditional “schools
of thought,” works have been grouped into three parts: “Culture as text and
code,” “The production and reception of culture,” and “Culture in action.”
These represent, respectively, the exploration of meaning and meaning
systems, the processes by which culture is transmitted and received, and
how culture actually brings about changes in the real world.
Notwithstanding each area reflecting a major concentration of study in
contemporary cultural sociology, this classification should be considered as
a set of ideal types. In practice we find that many essays deal with issues of
concern to more than one of these approaches. Indeed, perhaps it is the case
that a complete approach to culture must include some explanation at each
level. Whilst bearing in mind the limitations of this provisional classifica-
tion, the book turns first to the study of meaning and the cultural struc-
tures through which it is sustained.
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Notes

1 The most complete account of this reaction against Parsons is provided by Jeffrey
Alexander (1987). Alexander’s interesting thesis is that the flight from norms (i.e.,
culture) was one that was doomed to failure. By abandoning reference to a col-
lective cultural order, scholars advocating alternative perspectives found them-
selves inevitably led into theoretical aporias, contradictions, and dead-ends. The
turn back towards culture by these various schools may well constitute a response
to these theoretical conundrums, although such a thesis has yet to be demon-
strated in detail.

2 Witness the rediscovery of Weber’s early work The Agrarian Sociology of Ancient
Civilizations, the changing meaning of herrschaft, and the popularity of inter-
pretations of Weber by Roth and Bendix as opposed to those of, say, Eisenstadt
and Parsons.

3 It is doubtful whether these attempts to go beyond culture in micro-sociology
have been entirely successful. This failure can be reflected in intellectual ambiva-
lence. In the field of conversation analysis, for example, there remain latent ten-
sions between two broad camps. The minority position hints that we may be
seeing norms and their associated roles instantiated in interactions and argues
that analysts should use their competencies as members to detect these. The
majority position is more cautious, formalist and empiricist, arguing that ana-
lysts should document patterns in talk without attributing motivation or causal-
ity unless there is a clear mandate for these claims in each and every utterance in
the transcript. The former position offers as-yet-unrealized potential for the
connection of conversation analysis with mainstream cultural sociology (and
vice versa). The latter position, according to some commentators, appears to take
conversation analysis towards the field of linguistics and away from the core
debates and concerns of both ethnomethodology and sociology (see Lynch and
Bogen 1994). In the case of rational choice theories, like their ancestral exchange
and game theories, we often find culture and norms slipping in through the back
door. Hence concepts like “trust,” “tradition,” and “belief” can find themselves
specified in formal models in order to explain behaviors which deviate from the
analyst’s idea of the rational.

4 1 have argued elsewhere (Alexander and Smith 1993) that this continuing influ-
ence has not been entirely positive in its consequences. The reaction against
Parsonian idealism has produced strands of contemporary cultural theorizing
which often fail to recognize the autonomy of culture, reducing it to a dependent
variable of the social structure or else treating it as the product of contingent indi-
vidual actions. These two perspectives can be broadly represented as the con-
temporary cultural legacy of the “conflict” and “micro” critiques of Parsons.

5 Lamont and Wuthnow (1990) provide an extremely useful essay contrasting
American and European cultural sociologies (see also Lamont, this volume, ch.
6). Their argument is notable for its emphasis on the influence of pragmatism on
American cultural sociology and its discussion of the role and positioning of
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intellectuals in France and the United States. The argument presented here seeks
to augment, rather than confront, their position.

6 In this chapter the backdrop of European high theory has led to the fore-
grounding of certain similarities among Bourdieu, the Birmingham school, and
American cultural sociology as middle-range, empirically grounded projects.
When this point of reference is removed, the comparison takes on a different hue.
For the most part, American cultural sociology is not only the most middle-range
and causally precise, but also the least ambiguous about the autonomy of culture
(see Alexander and Smith 1998).
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PART I

Culture as text and code

At its core the study of culture is the study of meanings. It is a process
involving the distillation of essences of significance from the base material
of social life. There is a broad consensus among American cultural
sociologists that this alchemical task can be best accomplished using the
apparatus criticus of structuralist and poststructuralist concepts. Signs,
symbols, narratives, discourses, myths, and so forth are the alembics
through which the process of refinement takes place. Yet, if there is agree-
ment on basic tools and concepts, there is discord on broader questions of
approach. Differences center around two sets of issues. The first of these
is the relationship between cultural inquiry and “mainstream” sociology.
What is at stake here is whether cultural analysis should be understood as
a radical enterprise which fundamentally transforms the nature of sociol-
ogy, or whether it can best be accommodated within existing conceptual
and methodological frameworks. The second, and related, issue is the
question of the autonomy of culture and its links with social structure.
Some sociologists, especially those strongly influenced by postmodern-
isms, consider that these kinds of traditional distinctions are no longer rel-
evant or helpful. To the contrary they assert that culture and social
structure are so deeply implicated that it is both futile and misguided to
attempt to define where their boundaries might lie. In the introduction to
this book I argued that most American cultural sociologists can be under-
stood as holding to a conservative, disciplinary view of their enterprise —
a position which tends to sustain the concept of culture as a separate
“variable.” Nevertheless, it is important to recognize a tension that exists
between this vision of culture and more radical and relativistic alterna-
tives.

The first essay in this part is a theoretical treatise by Richard Harvey
Brown which presents arguments representative of this minority position.
Brown rejects the view that cultural sociology should be limited in its
domain of inquiry, and challenges existing understandings of the bound-
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aries between culture and social structure. Brown’s position draws upon
French deconstructionism and relativistic programs in the sociology of
knowledge to assert that there is no reality which we can access outside of
language and language conventions. Drawing on Foucault, as well as the
American tradition of labeling theory and rhetorical analysis, he goes on
to suggest that the aim of sociological inquiry should be to illuminate the
ways in which language and social texts are routinized in everyday life and
how they not only reinforce, but also constitute, relationships of power
and domination. This amounts to a call for greater reflexivity in exploring
the linguistic and political processes through which knowledge and its
associated institutions are constructed.

The contribution following Brown’s, by Jeffrey Alexander, is in agree-
ment with it about the importance of social texts and the need to engage
in discursive and cultural analysis. But whereas Brown stresses the ties
between texts and power, Alexander calls for an inquiry which prioritizes
uncovering the internal “cultural structures” within discourses. The argu-
ment that he gives for this approach is worth stressing here: it is only
through recovering and reconstructing the internal logic of meaning
structures that a really strong claim can be made for the autonomy of
culture. Alternative perspectives on culture, he claims, all too often see it
reduced to a dependent variable of power, social structure, networks, or
contingent individual actions. Typically for an American cultural sociol-
ogist, Alexander draws heavily on the more cultural dimensions of Weber
and Durkheim in building this argument. His main point is that even dis-
course about technology — surely the domain of the most rational of dis-
courses — is best understood as a structure of quasi-religious symbols and
mythologies rather than in terms of domination and power.

Steven Seidman’s chapter takes a middle road between Brown and
Alexander. Like Brown’s, Seidman’s essay is strongly influenced by post-
modernism. This is manifest not only in its emphasis on the role of dis-
courses in constructing and legitimating the social, but also in its focus on
desire and sexuality as legitimate subjects of sociological inquiry. But
whereas Brown has modified postmodernism by rooting it in the
American tradition of labeling theory and rhetorical analysis, Seidman
has adapted the postmodern agenda to the cultural contributions of clas-
sical sociological theory. We find in Seidman’s essay, as in Alexander’s, the
echoes of Durkheim and Weber. Discourses on AIDS and homosexuality
are interpreted by Seidman in terms of a moral drama or salvation nar-
rative involving concepts of the polluted, pure, and apocalyptic. Yet
power is not excluded from this analytic frame, with Seidman pointing to
the way that these binary discourses fostered the further vilification and
exclusion of marginal social groups by more dominant ones. A final,
unconnected, point is also worth making here: another trace of the
American sociological tradition (indeed literary tradition) is to be found
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in Seidman’s and Brown’s writing style. In contrast to much European
postmodern sociology each treats analytically complex issues in a
straightforward, lucid way.

In his classic work The Savage Mind, the French anthropologist Claude
Lévi-Strauss had a chapter entitled “The Logic of Totemic Classifica-
tions.” What he argued there was that it is as profitable to explore the
formal structures in which discourses are arranged as it is to look at the
meanings they convey. Robert Wuthnow’s unusual and somewhat difficult
essay can be seen as a study in this tradition. It draws upon postmodern-
ism and structural semiotics to assert that in the study of language and
discourse we can sometimes push the exploration of meaning to one side.
So, whereas the primary aim of Seidman’s and Alexander’s analyses was
to reconstruct a social text, crystallizing patterns of meaning through a
deeply hermeneutic analysis, Wuthnow turns away from the exegesis of
religious doctrine. What is said, Wuthnow asserts, matters less than how
it is said if we wish to explain the impact of religious discourses on publics.
Readers might disagree as to whether Wuthnow is able to reject meaning
altogether in identifying discourse structures as centrifugal or centripetal,
but it is certainly clear that his approach resembles structural linguistics
more than Gadamer’s hermeneutics.

The final work arguing for the need to decode meaning is by Anne
Kane. Her contribution acts as a bridge between this part of the book and
the next two. She is concerned with exploring both meaning structures
and the ways they are deployed in concrete situations. Her point is as
much methodological as theoretical: cultural sociologists should attend to
both the autonomy of structures of meaning and empirical or “causal”
autonomy. We have to know what culture is before we can fully under-
stand what it does and how it does it. This two-step process allows cul-
tural autonomy to be affirmed in sociological analysis without falling into
the trap of a one-sided idealism.






Textuality and the postmodern
turn in sociological theory”

Richard Harvey Brown

Over recent years the “rhetorical turn” has become an important intellec-
tual movement in the human sciences. It has become a commonplace that
social and cultural reality, and the social sciences themselves, are linguistic
constructions. Not only is society viewed increasingly as a text, but scien-
tific texts themselves are seen as rhetorical constructions. In this rhetorical
view, reality and truth are formed through practices of representation and
interpretation by rhetors and their publics. This view can be located in the
contexts of poststructuralism, critical rhetoric of inquiry, and the social
construction (and reconstruction) of science. All these tendencies of
thought reject the simple bifurcation of reason and persuasion, or of
thought and its expression. Instead, knowledge is viewed as poetically and
potitically constituted, “made” by human communicative action that
develops historically and is institutionalized politically.

In this view, realistic representations become true descriptions not by
correspondence to noumenal objects, but by conformity to orthodox prac-
tices of writing and reading. Thus theories can be seen as the practices
through which things take on meaning and value, and not merely as repre-
sentations of a reality that is wholly exterior to them. Indeed, insofar as a
theoretical representation is regarded as objectively true, it is viewed in that
way because its methods of construction have become so familiar that they
operate transparently (Shapiro 1988, p. XI). For example, if we show a
chart and call it “Income Distribution in the United States,” we assume that
the chart has a certain equivalence with things that people have or do. That
is, we see the realism of the chart as independent of our conceptions of sta-
tistics, demographic research, and social theory that guide our way of

* First published in 1991 as “Rhetoric, textuality, and the postmodern turn in sociological
theory,” Sociological Theory 8(2): 188-197.

19



20 Richard Harvey Brown

seeing and reading that image. Yet every representation is always a repre-
sentation from some point of view, within some frame of vision. Absolutist
conceptions of sociological truth are merely those modes of representation
which have “made it” socially and thence deny their necessary partiality.
The distinctions between fact and fiction are thereby softened because both
are seen as the products of, and sources for, communicative action; both are
viewed as representations of reality that also represent various groups,
interests, ideologies, and historical impositions. By untangling the relation-
ship between textual and political practices, we gain insight into the ways
in which the true has been fashioned, and could be refashioned anew.

In the presence of such a relativization of formerly privileged discourses
of truth, many people feel nostalgia for a lost foundation for lawlike knowl-
edge, whereas others hope for the creation of a new ethical ontology and
normative epistemology. That is, even after deconstructive criticism has
done its work, we still are faced with the challenge of establishing cognitive
authority and inventing positive values as central elements of any rational
moral polity. What is needed, then, is a critical assessment of the decon-
structivist, rhetorical effort to date, a clearer understanding of its dialecti-
cal relationship to intelligibility within historical communities of discourse,
and an analysis of how such academic discourses both reflect and influence
their larger political contexts of production. In other words, we need to
extend sociological analysis to uncover the methods by which, as sociolo-
gists and as citizens, we encode what is taken as real, normal, and to be
accepted without question and even without awareness.

Thus the postmodernist project has the potential to radicalize the
methods, the objects, and the very conceptions of our sociological enter-
prise. In particular, the postmodern transvaluation of epistemology
wrenches us away from our most treasured beliefs about the constitution of
science, knowledge, and even reason itself. It does so by leading us to ques-
tion the traditional foundations of knowledge and scientific inquiry; then
it asks us to adopt a rhetorical posture as we are subsequently faced with
redefining, metatheoretically, what theory and research are. Then the task
will be to define a more intellectually reflective and politically responsible
sociological practice.

In the modernist past, postmodernists argue, our understanding of how
science and knowledge were constituted relied upon an assumed polarity
and hierarchy between truth and its medium of expression. Foundationalist
epistemology and modern scientific method insisted that objective truth
existed independently of any symbols that might be used to convey it. In
this bifurcation, reason was authoritatively superior to its own external
systems of expression. Since the Enlightenment, science has thrived on the
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self-endorsing assumption that the “rhetorical” is by definition separate
from the true, ontologically and epistemologically. By contrast, post-
moderns subvert the authority of modernist metatheory with a rhetorical
conception of science. They relativize reason radically by conflating the
traditionally bifurcated hierarchies of truth and expression, doxa and epis-
teme, rationality and language, appearance and reality, and meaning and
metaphor. They do so by focusing on the how rather than the what of
knowledge, its poetic and political enablements rather than its logical and
empirical entailments.

Through such shifts of focus, knowledge is relocated in the act of sym-
bolic construction, and no longer is regarded as that which symbols sub-
serviently convey. Knowledge about social reality is not viewed merely as
objective product, but also as symbolic process that is inherently persua-
sive. Humans enact truth not by legislating it scientifically, but by per-
forming it rhetorically. Our knowledge of truth is not based on some
extralinguistic rationality, because rationality itself is demystified and
reconstituted as a historical construction and deployment by human
rhetors. Logic and reason are brought down from their absolute, pre-
existent heights into the creative, contextual web of history and action
(Brown 1987, pp. 64-79). The arena of conversation and contention that
logic closed to all but experts is thus prised open by rhetoric, with its
emphasis upon audience, narrative, and prudent judgment in the face of
historical contingency.

Accordingly, postmodernism shifts the agenda of social theory and
research from explanation and verification to a conversation of scholars/
rhetors who seek to guide and persuade themselves and each other.
Theoretical truth is not a fixed entity discovered according to a meta-
theoretical blueprint of linearity or hierarchy, but is invented within an
ongoing self-reflective community in which “theorist,” “social scientist,”
“agent,” and “critic” become relatively interchangeable (Burke 1964; Rorty
1979). This picture of the sociological enterprise suggests that critique of
theory and method must be permanently imminent precisely because the-
ories and methods themselves cannot be universalized. This view requires
us to acknowledge our own rhetorical constitution — our selves as subjects
and our fields as disciplinary objects — and then to maintain and apply the
consciousness and the practice of rhetorical awareness.

A postmodern rhetoric for sociological theory

All of these developments illustrate those shifts of discourse that have
revived the ancient field of rhetoric. Language, and communicative action
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more generally, are now seen as the very condition of thought. Similarly,
the idea of “text” is no longer restricted to a written representation. Any
statement of experience or (more strongly) any lived or imagined experi-
ence is a discursive practice that is both culturally embedded and histori-
cally situated. A text might be a mathematical model or an archival record,
anovel or a myth, a ritual or a public program. Indeed, culture itself is seen
as an “ensemble of texts” (Geertz 1973, p. 452). Correspondingly, meaning
does not reside autonomously within a text but is created in the process of
transforming experience into text in a dialogical relation with other texts
and contexts (Todorov 1984, p. 48). Thus a text becomes an intertextual
network, “a kind of juncture, where other texts, norms and values meet and
work upon each other” (Iser 1987, p. 219). As a result, there is not one priv-
ileged meaning but many meanings and many voices. Necessarily, then, we
are all engaged in textual problems and production. Society becomes a text,
and sociological theory becomes an authorial voice of significant power.

In this view, what a social theoretical text says may be less the product of
its own “inherent” properties than of the predispositions brought to the
text by the reader (Suleiman and Crossman 1980). Theoretically, then, a
given text is open to as many different interpretations as there are articulate
readers. Writers in the destructionist mode push this line of thinking to its
limits. As Derrida (1974), de Man (1973), and others propose, writing, and
by extension sociological theory, are not mimetic. Writing does not describe
a world independent of itself. Rather, critical or expository writing is self-
referential, governed by rules for its own construction. Thus “discovery” in
science is more an honorific than a descriptive appellation; and it is ideo-
logical too because it disguises the very practices of reality projection that
postmodernists deconstruct.

The rhetorical construction of social reality

The textualist approach also illuminates how selves and societies are con-
structed and deconstructed through rhetorical practices. In this view, the
creation of meaningful personal or collective reality involves the inter-
subjective deployment of symbol structures through which happenings are
organized into events and experience. Peoples establish repertoires of cate-
gories by which certain aspects of what is to be the case are fixed, focused,
or forbidden. These aspects are put in the foreground of awareness and
become articulated or conscious experience against a background of
unspoken existence. The knowledge that emerges from this process takes a
narrative form (Brown 1990; Greimas 1987, ch. 6). Reciprocally, the
sequential ordering of a past, a present, and a future enables the structur-
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ing of perceptual experience, the organization of memory, and the
constructions of the events, identities, and lives that they express (Bruner
1987, p. 15). This rhetorically constructed narrative unity provides models
of identity for people in particular symbolic settings or lifeworlds. It also
guides individuals and groups in knowing what is real and what is illusion,
what is permissible and what is proscribed, what goes without saying and
what must not be said. “The construction of a worldview is thus a rhetori-
cal act of creative human agency; it is a practical accomplishment of a
human community over time” (Brulle 1988, p. 4).

In so constructing a world, other worlds are foreclosed. There is always
a “surplus reality” because existence (potential experience) is always larger
than actual experience. Moreover, as shown in Laurence Sterne’s Tristram
Shandy (1940 {1759-67]), there also is always a “surplus of the signified”
because we experience more than we know, and we know more tacitly than
we can state. Hence the unreflected, signified world is always larger than
whatever version of it becomes canonized into formal knowledge. The land
is always larger than the maps, and in mapping it in one official way we
narrow awareness of alternative ways of experiencing the terrain. Likewise
with human conduct: what is mapped as a catatonic seizure in one culture
may be seen as a divine trance in another; each is equally real for those who
name their world in that way (Foucault 1973).

In articulating experience through categories, discursive practices realize
differences and distinctions; they define what is normal and deviant, and
hence express and enact forms of domination. Thus the processes of defini-
tion and exclusion are not only logical properties of discourse; they also are
preconditions of intelligibility, sociation, social order, and social control.
To make reality mutually comprehensible in an intersubjective group and
to regularize symbolically guided social behavior, some versions of reality
must be legitimized at the expense of their competitors. As Robert Brulle
(1988) has discussed, such legitimation is an operation of closure. That is,
it discounts the value of pursuing further implications and protects estab-
lished interpretations by means of social sanctions that marginalize or
silence dissident voices. Thus legitimation is a rhetorical achievement
(Brinton 1985, p. 281; Brulle 1988, p. 4; Stanley 1978, p. 131). In Foucault’s
phrase (1970, 1972), it establishes a “regime of truth,” a metanarrative by
which the society lives.

As noted, closure and legitimation also involve the repression of alter-
native realities. The establishment of an orthodoxy thus creates hetero-
doxies — subjugated discourses as “a whole set of knowledge that has been
disqualified as inadequate to their task or insufficiently elaborated; naive
knowledge, located low down on the hierarchy, beneath the required level
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of cognition or scientificity” (Foucault 1980, p. 82; see Kristeva 1973). In
modern Western societies, such alternative realities are different and
deviant from the dominant scientific habitus. They include dream time,
carnal wisdom, mystic experience, feminine intuition, primal thought, aes-
thetic perception, hand intelligence, street smarts, lower-class lore, folk-
ways, dopeways, old wives’ tales, grace, and other forms of knowing.

These alternative realities are delegitimated by marginalizing the dis-
cursive practices through which they are constructed. Such practices
become unofficial, extra-institutional, and “backstage,” expressed in the
“restricted” rather than the “elaborated” code (see Bernstein 1971; Brown
1987; Goffman 1959, ch. 1). From the viewpoint of the dominant habitus,
these discourses are linguistically deprived. Their delegitimation also dele-
gitimates the lifeworlds of their users. The official discourse becomes the
only one that provides symbolic capital that could be fruitfully invested in
institutional relations. This limits the power and autonomy of speakers of
marginalized discourses and forces them to adopt the dominant definition
of reality and its regime of truth if they are to participate as full members
in the collective institutional life. Indeed, compliance and full membership
are expressed practically through adequate performance of the dominant
mode of speech.

Thus relations of domination are produced through practice and are
reified for members as things given by God, Nature, Tradition, History, or
Reason. This movement from creative agency to reified structure is enacted
through various persuasive strategies that conceal from social members
their own rhetorical construction of the social text. Society comes to be
seen as a natural fact rather than a cultural artifact. Reification thus allows
relations of domination and authority to be seen as natural instead of
created; it thereby facilitates conformity and continued reproduction of the
social order. This ascription of naturalness inclines agents to accept the
social order as it is. It becomes a “realized morality” to its members
(Bourdieu 1977, pp. 163-164).

The appearance of society as a moral entity leads individuals to actions
designed to maintain their self-image by avoiding shame and exclusion.
Everyday interactions therefore are polite exchanges, aimed at avoiding
embarrassment. Should the social fabric and persons’ moral esteem be torn
temporarily, this damage is repaired with excuses and justifications
(Gamson 1985; Goffman 1959; Lyman and Scott 1970; Schudson 1984). In
everyday life, Goffman tells us, we are occupied with “maintaining the
definition of the situation” in order to “cope with the bizarre potentials of
social life” (1974, p. 14). “Definitional disruptions . . . would occur much
more frequently were not constant precaution taken” (Goffman 1959, pp.
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2, 13). The social order, in other words, requires that “others”be “forced to
accept some events as conventional or natural signs of something not
directly available to the senses” (Goffman 1959, p. 2). Thus the realized
morality of everyday interactions makes successful challenges to authority
a risky, difficult, and sometimes unimaginable task. In these ways both
social structure and personal identity are achieved rhetorically.

Postmodernism, sociological theory, and the political community

What is the relationship between the rhetorical, textualist perspective of
postmodernism and the felos of nonideological, emancipatory discourse?
Can the postmodernist project also contribute to a more reflexive, more
enlightened polity? An adequate paradigm for democratic civic com-
munication must join efficiency in managing complex systems with self-
understanding and significance in the lifeworld. That is, it must enable us
to govern our polities in a rational manner to ensure collective survival
while providing us with meaning and dignity in our existential experience
of ourselves. Hence such a discourse must be adequate not only on the level
of science and technique, but also on the level of ethics and politics. After
we have deconstructed traditional humanism and traditional science, we
still confront these challenges. But with what intellectual resources, and
with what disciplinary strategies? What additional problems are we likely
to confront? How might they be usefully framed and addressed? How are
analytic and existential truths to be conjoined within one discourse? How
can we put ourselves within our scholarly texts?

The metaphor of scientific and social realities as rhetorical construction
helps us to address such questions. First, it allows us to abandon the views
both of social structures as objective entities acting on individuals and of
subjective agents inventing their worlds out of conscious intentions.
Instead both structure and consciousness are seen as practical, historical
accomplishments, brought about through everyday communicative action,
the result of rhetorical (poetic and political) struggles over the nature and
meaning of reality.

In such a manner, absolutist dichotomies of structure and agency or of
base and superstructure may be dissolved in the metaphor of society as
textual enactment. The structure (language) is both a constraint and a
resource for performance (speech). The semiotic moment of the rhetorical
approach deals effectively with structure; its hermeneutic moment treats of
meaning and action. Both these dimensions — syntactics and grammatics,
on the one hand, and semantics and pragmatics, on the other — are con-
tained and logically constituted within the rhetorical or textualist meta-
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phor. This metaphor combines in linguistic terms Durkheim’s conception
of constraining structures with Marx’s idea that the system of exchanges is
the source of values (Lemert 1990). Yet it also incorporates Mead’s and
Garfinkel’s conceptions of social reality as constructed through com-
munication interaction.

In abandoning the anti-rhetorical rhetoric of positivism, the discursive
approach recovers the ancient function of social thought as a moral and
political practice. In this new critical rhetorical view, in constructing social
theory we should attend not only to logical propositions and empirical
contents, but also to linguistic methods and existential functions. We then
see the linguistic dimension of social theory as an integral part of its truth
or falsity to social life. This is the case for two reasons. First, truth and
validity are themselves rhetorically constructed and hence are a part of
our civic life. Second, as rhetorical interventions, social scientific theories
convey an existential as well as a propositional truth. Sociological theories
provide a truth of facts or meanings, an appeal to the zelos of elegance and
precision, predictability or comprehension. Yet when seen rhetorically,
such truth is also an implicit call to action. Its existential telos is self-
understanding, critique, and emancipation. Reductionists have sought to
silence this existential dimension of sociological theory by treating it as an
object external to society that makes no personal moral claim upon us. But
social theories do convey an existential truth. And, unlike propositional
truth, existential truth is not merely to be cross-examined. Instead, when
it speaks we ourselves become the “object,” for it is we who are addressed.
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The computer as sacred
and profane”

Jeffrey C. Alexander

The gradual permeation of the computer into the pores of modern life
deepens what Max Weber called the “rationalization of the world.” The
computer converts every message — regardless of its substantive meaning,
metaphysical remoteness, or emotional allure — into a series of numerical
bits and bytes. These series are connected to others through electrical
impulses. Eventually these impulses are converted back into the media of
human life.

Can there be any better example of the subjection of worldly activity to
impersonal rational control? Can there be any more forceful illustration of
the disenchantment of the world that Weber warned would be the resuit?
Much depends on the answer to this portentous question, for discourse
about the meaning of advanced technology demarcates one of the central
concerns of social theory. If the answer is yes, we are not only trapped
inside of Weber’s cage of iron but also bound by the laws of exchange that
Marx asserted would eventually force everything human into a commodity
form.

This query about the rationalization of the world poses theoretical ques-
tions, not just existential ones. Can there really exist a world of purely tech-
nical rationality? Although this question may be ideologically compelling
for critics of the modern world, I will argue that the theory underlying such
a proposition is not correct. Because both action and its environments
(Alexander 1982-1983, 1988a) are indelibly interpenetrated by the nonra-
tional, a pure technically rational world cannot exist. Certainly the growing
centrality of the digital computer is an empirical fact. This fact, however,
remains to be interpreted and explained.

* First published in 1992 as “The promise of a cultural sociology: technological discourse and
the sacred and profane information machine,” in N. Smelser and R. Munch (eds.), Theory
of Culture, Berkeley, University of California Press, pp. 293-323.
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Taking meaning seriously

Contemporary sociology is almost entirely the study of social elements
from the perspective of their place in the social system. The promise of a
cultural sociology is that a more multidimensional perspective can be
attained. From this multidimensional perspective, social elements would no
longer be seen naturalistically, as things that can exist, in and of themselves,
without the mediation of cultural codes. Events, actors, roles, groups, and
institutions, as elements in a concrete society, are part of a social system;
they are simultaneously, however, part of a cultural system that overlaps,
but is not contiguous with, the society. I define culture as an organized set
of meaningfully understood symbolic patterns. It is because of their loca-
tion in such an organized set that every social interaction can also be under-
stood as a text (Ricoeur 1971).

Only if these analytical transformations are made, can the thickness of
human life (Geertz 1973), its dimensionality and nuance, enter into the lan-
guage of social science. Dilthey (1976) prepared us to respect this density
by insisting that all social action rests upon the reservoir of our inner expe-
rience of life. Because we experience the world rather than simply behave
in it, the world is meaningful. As social scientists, we must describe the
world’s inner life or we will fail to describe “it” at all. We cannot, moreover,
handle the problem of meaning cavalierly, taking its character for granted
as something obvious and shifting our attention to this meaning’s cause or
effects. Rather, we must willingly inhabit the world of meaning itself.

To try to inhabit this world does not mean orienting ourselves to the idio-
syncratic attitudes of individuals. This is the “getting into the actor’s head”
approach advocated by microtheorists such as symbolic interactionists.
Because culture is an environment of every action, to inhabit the world of
meaning is, rather, to enter into the organized sets of symbolic patterns that
these actors meaningfully understand.

If we begin with the notion that culture is a form of language, we can
make use of the conceptual architecture provided by Saussure’s semiotics,
his “science of signs.” Though they perhaps are not as tightly organized as
real languages (but see Barthes 1983), cultural sets have definite code-like
properties. They are composed of strongly structured symbolic relation-
ships that are largely independent of any particular actor’s volition or
speech. Cultural codes, like linguistic languages, are built upon signs, which
contain both signifier and signified. Technology, for example, is not only a
thing, a signified object to which others refer, it is also a signifier, a signal,
an internal expectation. The relation between signifier and signified,
Saussure insists, is “arbitrary.” When he writes (1964) that the former “has
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no natural connection with the signified,” he is suggesting that the meaning
or nature of the sign — its name or internal dimension — cannot be under-
stood as being dictated by the nature of the signified, that is, by the sign’s
external, material dimension.

If the meaning of the sign cannot be observed or induced from examin-
ing the signified, or objective, referents, then how is it established? By its
relation to other signifiers, Saussure insists. Systems of signs are composed
of endless such relationships. At their most primitive, these relationships
are binary. In any actual system of cultural sets, they become long strings,
or webs, of interwoven analogies and antitheses, what Eco (1979) calls the
“similitude of signifiers” that compose the “global semantic field.”
Structural anthropology has illustrated the usefulness of this architecture,
most famously in the work of Lévi-Strauss (1967) and most usefully in the
work of Sahlins (1976, 1981).

Yet, even at its most socially embedded, semiotics can never be enough.
By definition it abstracts from the social world, taking organized symbolic
sets as psychologically unmotivated and as socially uncaused. By contrast,
for the purposes of cultural sociology, semiotic codes must be tied into both
social and psychological environments and into action itself. I will term the
result of this specification discourses, in appreciation of, though not identi-
fication with, the phenomena conceptualized by Foucault. Discourses are
symbolic sets that embody clear references to social system relationships,
whether defined in terms of power, solidarity, or other organizational forms
(cf. Sewell 1980; Hunt 1984). As social languages, they relate binary sym-
bolic associations with social forms. In doing so, they provide a vocabulary
for members to speak graphically about a society’s highest values, its rele-
vant groups, its boundaries vis-a-vis conflict, creativity, and internal
dissent. Discourse socializes semiotic codes and emerges as a series of nar-
ratives (Ricoeur 1984) — myths that specify and stereotype a society’s found-
ing and founders (Eliade 1959; Bellah 1970), its critical events (Alexander
1988b), and utopian aspirations (Smith 1950).

In their theories of premodern cultures, classical sociologists con-
structed powerful models of how this social construction of semiotic codes
can proceed. They did so in terms of their theories of religion. Thus,
drawing from primitive totemism, Durkheim (1963) argued that every relig-
ion organizes social things into both binary relations and deeply felt
antitheses between sacred and profane. Because sacred objects have to be
protected, the “society” maintains a distance between them and other
objects, either routine or profane. Actors not only try to protect themselves
from coming into contact with polluted (Douglas 1966) or profane
(Caillois 1959 [1939]) objects, but also seek a real, if mediated, contact with
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the sacred. This is one primary function of ritual behavior (Turner 1969;
cf. Alexander 1988c).

While Weber’s better-known theory of religion overlaps with
Durkheim’s, it is historically and comparatively specific. Given the emer-
gence of a more formal and rationalized religion, the goal of believers
becomes salvation from worldly suffering (Weber 1946a). Salvation creates
the problem of theodicy, “from what” and “for what” one will be saved.
Theodicy involves the image of God. If the gods or God is immanent,
worshipers seek salvation through an internal experience of mystical
contact. If God is transcendent, salvation is achieved more ascetically, by
correctly divining God’s will and following his commands. Each of these
mandates can be pursued, moreover, in either a this-worldly or an other-
worldly direction.

While Durkheim and Weber generally limited the application of these
cultural theories to premodern religious life, it is possible to extend them to
secular phenomena. This possibility is clarified when we define religions as
types of semiotic systems, as discourses that reveal how the psychological
and social structuring of culture proceeds.

In this section I have briefly sketched a model for examining the cultural
dimension of social life. I hope merely that this discussion provides an
introduction to what follows. Before examining the construction of the
computer as a cultural object in the postwar world, however, I look at a
range of earlier sociological treatments of technology to sense the
difficulties that a more culturally sensitive approach must overcome.

Sociological accounts of technology: the dead hand of the social
system

Considered in its social system reference, technology is a thing that can
be touched, observed, interacted with, and calculated in an objectively
rational way. Analytically, however, technology is also part of the cultural
system. It is a sign, both a signifier and a signified, from which actors
cannot entirely separate their subjective states of mind. Social scientists
have not usually considered technology in this more subjective way. Indeed,
they have not typically considered it as a cultural object at all. It has
appeared as the material variable par excellence, not as a point of sacrality,
but as the most routine of the routine; not a sign, but an antisign, the
essence of a modernity that has undermined the very possibility for cultural
understanding itself.

In the postmodern era, Marx has become infamous for his effusive praise
in the Communist Manifesto of technology as the embodiment of scien-
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tific rationality. Marx believed that modern industrial technique, as the har-
binger of progress, was breaking down the barriers of primitive and
magical thought. Stripped of its capitalist integument, Marx predicted,
advanced technology would be the mainspring of industrial communism,
which he defined as the administration of things rather than people. Despite
the central role he gives to technology, for Marx it is not a form of knowl-
edge, even of the most rational sort. It is a material variable, a “force of pro-
duction” (Marx 1962). As an element of the base, technology is something
actors relate to mechanistically. It is produced because the laws of the
capitalist economy force factory owners to lower their costs. The effects of
this incorporation are equally objective. As technology replaces human
labor, the organic composition of capital changes and the rate of profit
falls; barring mitigating factors, this falling rate causes the collapse of the
capitalist system.

While neo-Marxism has revised the determining relationship Marx
posits between economy and technology, it continues to accept Marx’s view
of technology as a purely material fact. In Rueschemeyer’s recent work on
the relation between power and the division of labor, for example, neither
general symbolic patterns nor the internal trajectory of rational knowledge
are conceived of as affecting technological growth. “It is the inexorability
of interest and power constellations,” Rueschemeyer (1986, pp. 117-18)
argues, “which shape even fundamental research and which determine
translations of knowledge into new products and new ways of production.”
We would expect modern functionalism to view technology very differently,
but this is true in an only limited sense. Of course, Parsons (1967) criticized
Marx for putting technology into the base; functionalists have always been
aware that technology belongs in a more intermediate position in the social
system. They have, however, never looked at it as anything other than the
product of rational knowledge, and they have often conceived of its
efficient causes and specific effects in material terms.

In Science, Technology, and Society in Seventeenth-Century England,
Merton emphasizes the role that Puritanism played in inspiring scientific
inventions. Within the context of this inventive climate, however, the
immediate cause of technology was economic benefit. The “relation
between a problem raised by economic development and technologic
endeavor is clear-cut and definite,” Merton argues (1970, p. 144), suggest-
ing that “importance in the realm of technology is often concretely allied
with economic estimations.” It was the “vigorous economic development”
of the time that led to effective inventions, because it “posed the most
imperative problems for solution” (p. 146). In Smelser’s (1959) later account
of the Industrial Revolution, the perspective is exactly the same. Methodist
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values form a background input to technological innovation, but they are
not involved in the creation or the effects of technology itself. Innovation
is problem driven, not culture driven, and the immediate cause is economic
demand. The effect of technology is also concrete and material. By resolv-
ing strain at the social system level, innovation allows collective behavior to
leave the level of generalized behavior — wish fulfillment, fantasy, utopian
aspirations — and return to the more mundane and rational attitudes of the
everyday (Smelser 1959, pp. 21-50).

Critical theory, drawing from Weber’s rationalization theme, differs from
orthodox Marxism in its attention to the relation between technology and
consciousness. But whereas Weber (for example, 1946b) viewed the
machine as the objectification of discipline, calculation, and rational
organization, critical theorists reverse the causal relation, asserting that it
is technology that creates rationalized culture by virtue of its brute phys-
ical and economic power. “If we follow the path taken by labour in its
development from handicraft [to] manufacture to machine industry,”
Lukacs writes (1971, p. 88), “we can see a continous trend toward greater
rationalization [as] the process of labour is progressively broken down into
abstract, rational, specialized operations.” This technologically driven
rationalization eventually spreads to all social spheres, leading to the
objectification of society and the “reified mind” (p. 93). Lukécs insists that
he is concerned “with the principle at work here” (p. 88, original italics), but
the principle is the result of technology conceived as a material force.

This shift towards the pivotal ideological role of technology, without
giving up its materialist conceptualization or its economic cause, culmi-
nates in Marcuse’s later work. To explain the reasons for “one-dimensional
society,” Marcuse actually focuses more on technological production per se
than on its capitalist form. Again, that technology is a purely instrumental,
rational phenomenon Marcuse takes completely for granted. Its “sweeping
rationality,” Marcuse writes (1963, p. xiii), “propels efficiency and growth.”
The problem, once again, is that this “technical progress [is] extended to a
whole system of domination and coordination” (p. xii). When it is, it
institutionalizes throughout the society a purely formal and abstract norm
of rationality. This technological “culture” suppresses any ability to
imagine social alternatives. As Marcuse states (p. xvi), “technological
rationality has become political rationality.”

New class and postindustrial theories make this critical theory more
nuanced and sophisticated, but they do not overcome its fatal anti-cultural
flaw. Gouldner accepts the notion that scientists, engineers, and govern-
ment planners have a rational worldview because of the technical nature of
their work. Technocratic competence depends on higher education, and the
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expansion of higher education depends in the last analysis on production
driven by technology. Indeed, Gouldner finds no fault with technocratic
competence in and of itself; he takes it as a paradigm of universalism, crit-
icism, and rationality. When he attacks the technocrats’ false consciousness,
he does so because they extend this rationality beyond their sphere of tech-
nical competence: “The new ideology holds [that] the society’s problems are
solvable on a technological basis, with the use of educationally acquired
technical competence” (1979, p. 24, italics added). By pretending to under-
stand society at large, the new class can provide a patina of rationality for
the entire society. Gouldner also emphasizes, of course, that this very
expansion of technical rationality can create a new kind of class conflict
and a “rational” source of social change. This notion, of course, is simply
the old contradiction between (technological) forces and relations of pro-
duction, dressed in postindustrial garb. When Szelenyi and Martin (1987)
criticize Gouldner’s theory as economistic, they have touched its theoret-
ical core.

This is not to deny that technological production has become more
central with the advent of postindustrial society. There has been a quick-
ening in the substitution of information for physical energy, which Marx
described as a shift in the organic composition of capital, with dramatic
consequences. The shift from manual to mental labor has transformed the
class structure and the typical strains of capitalist and socialist societies.
The increased capacity for storing information has strengthened the
control of bureaucracy over the information that it constantly needs. But
the sociological approaches to technology, which we have examined in this
section, extend much further than such empirical observations. The
stronger version of Marxist and critical theory describes a technologically
obsessed society whose consciousness is so narrowed that the meaningful
concerns of traditional life are no longer possible. The weaker versions of
functionalist and postindustrial theory describe technology as a variable
that has a merely material status and orientations to technology as cogni-
tively rational and routine. From my point of view, however, neither of
these positions is correct. The ideas that inform even modern society are
not cognitive repositories of verified facts; they are symbols that continue
to be shaped by deep emotional impulses and molded by meaningful con-
straints.

Technological discourse and salvation

We must learn to see technology as a discourse, as a sign system that is
subject to semiotic constraints and responsive to social and psychological
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demands. The first step to this alternative conception of modern technol-
ogy is to reconceptualize its introduction so that it is open to metaphysical
terms. Ironically, perhaps, Weber himself provided the best indication of
how this can be done.

Weber argued that those who created modern industrial society did so in
order to pursue salvation. The Puritan capitalists practiced what Weber
(1958) called this-worldly asceticism. Through hard work and self-denial
they produced wealth as proof that God had predestined them to be saved.
Weber (1963) demonstrated, indeed, that salvation has been a central
concern of humankind for millennia. Whether it be heaven or nirvana, the
great religions have promised human beings an escape from toil and
suffering and a release from earthly constraints — only if humans conceived
of the world in certain terms and strove to act in certain ways. In order to
historicize this conception of salvation and to allow comparative explana-
tion of it, Weber developed the typology of this-worldly versus other-
worldly paths to salvation, which he interwove with the distinction between
ascetic and mystical. The disciplined, self-denying, and impersonal action
upon which modernization depended, Weber argued, could be achieved
only by acting in a this-worldly, ascetic way. Compared to Buddhist or
Hindu holy men, the Puritan saints focused their attention much more
completely on this world. Rather than allowing themselves the direct expe-
rience of God and striving to become vessels of his spirit, they believed that
they would be saved by becoming practical instruments for carrying out his
will. This-worldly salvation was the cultural precursor for the impersonal
rationality and objectivism that, in Weber’s view (1958, pp. 181-183), even-
tually dominated the world.

While Weber’s religious theory is of fundamental importance, it has two
substantial weaknesses. First, Weber conceived the modern style of salva-
tion in a caricatured way. It has never been as one-sidedly ascetic as he sug-
gests. This-worldly activity is permeated by desires to escape from the
world, just as the ascetic self-denial of grace is punctuated by episodes of
mystical intimacy. In an anomalous strain in his writing about modernity
(Alexander 1986), Weber acknowledged that industrial society is shot
through with “flights from the world,” in which category he included things
such as the surrender by moderns to religious belief or ideological fanat-
icism and the escape provided by eroticism or aestheticism. Although
Weber condemned these flights as irresponsible, however, he was never able
to incorporate them into his sociology of modern life. They represented a
force with which his historicist and overly ideal-typical theory could not
contend.

In truth, modern attempts to pursue salvation in purely ascetic ways have
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always short-circuited, not only in overtly escapist forms but also in the
everyday world itself. We would never know from Weber’s account, for
example, that the Puritans conceived of their relationship to God in terms
of the intimacies of holy matrimony (Morgan 1958); nor would we be
aware that outbursts of mystical “antinomianism” were a constant, recur-
ring danger in Puritan life. The post-Puritan tradition of evangelical
Protestantism, which developed in Germany, England, and the United
States in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, was dis-
tinguished by its significant opening to mystical experience. One of its cul-
tural offshoots, the modern ideology of romantic love (Lewis 1983),
reflected the continuing demand for immediate, transformative salvation in
the very heart of the industrial age.

This last example points to the second major problem in Weber’s reli-
gious theory, its historicism. Weber believed that a concern with salvation
could permeate and organize worldly experience only so long as scientific
understanding had not undermined the possibility of accepting an extra-
mundane, divine telos for progress on earth. As I suggested previously, this
mistaken effort to rationalize contemporary discourse can be corrected by
incorporating the more structural understandings of Durkheim’s religious
sociology. Durkheim believed that human beings continue to divide the
world into sacred and profane and that even modern men and women need
to experience mystical centers directly through ritual encounters with the
sacred. In the modern context, then, Weber’s salvation theory can be elab-
orated and sustained only by turning to Durkheim. The fit can be made
even tighter if we make the alteration in Durkheim’s theory suggested by
Caillois (1959 [1939]), who argued that alongside sacred and profane there
was a third term, routine. Whereas routine life does not partake of ritual
experience, sacred and profane experiences are both highly charged.
Whereas the sacred provides an image of the good with which social actors
seek community and strive to protect, the profane defines an image of evil
from which human beings must be saved. This conception allows us to be
more true to Weber’s understanding of theodicy, even when we shift it onto
the modern state. Secular salvation “religions” provide escape not only
from earthly suffering in general but also more specifically from evil. Every
salvation religion has conceived not only God and death, in other words,
but also the devil.

The sacred and profane information machine

While there were certainly “routine” assessments of the computer from
1944 to 1975 — assessments that talked about it in rational, scientific, and
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“realistic” tones — they paled in comparison to the transcendental and
mythical discourse that was filled with wish-fulfilling rhetoric of salvation
and damnation. In a Time magazine report on the first encounter between
computer and public in 1944, the machine was treated as a sacred and
mysterious object. What was “unveiled” was a “bewildering 50-foot panel
of knobs, wires, counters, gears and switches.” The connection to higher,
even cosmic, forces immediately suggested itself. Time described it as
having been unveiled “in the presence of high officers in the Navy” and
promised its readers that the new machine would solve problems “on earth
as well as those posed by the celestial universe” (T8/44).! This sacred status
was elaborated in the years that followed. To be sacred, an object must be
sharply separated from contact with the routine world. Popular literature
continually recounted the distance that separated the computer from the
lay public and the mystery attendant on this. In another report on the 1944
unveiling, for example, Popular Science, a leading lay technology magazine,
described the first computer as an electrical brain whirring “behind its pol-
ished panels” secluded in “an air-conditioned basement” (PS10/44).
Twenty years later the image had not changed. In 1965, a new and far more
powerful computer was conceptualized in the same way, as an “isolated
marvel” working in “the air-conditioned seclusion of the company’s data-
programming room.” In unmistakable terms, Time elaborated this dis-
course of the sacred technology.

Arranged row upon row in air-conditioned rooms, waited upon by crisp young
white-shirted men who move softly among them like priests serving in a shrine, the
computers go about their work quietly and, for the most part, unseen from the
public (T4/65).

Objects are isolated because they are thought to possess mysterious power.
The connection between computer and established centers of charismatic
power is repeated constantly in the popular literature. Occasionally, an
analogy is made between the computer and sacred things on earth.
Reporting on the unveiling of a new and more sophisticated computer in
1949, Newsweek called it “the real hero” of the occasion and described it,
like royalty, as “holding court in the computer lab uptstairs” (N11/49).
Often, however, more direct references to the computer’s cosmic powers and
even to its extrahuman status were made. In an article about the first com-
puter, Popular Science reported that “everybody’s notion of the universe
and everything in it will be upset by the columns of figures this monster will
type out” (PS10/44). Fifteen years later, a famous technical expert asserted
in a widely circulated feature magazine that “forces will be set in motion
whose ultimate effects for good and evil are incalculable” (RD3/60).
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As the machine became more sophisticated, and more awesome, refer-
ences to godly powers were openly made. The new computers “render unto
Caesar by sending out the monthly bills and . . . unto God by counting the
ballots of the world’s Catholic bishops” (T4/65). A joke circulated to the
effect that a scientist tried to stump his computer with the question: is there
a God? “The computer was silent for a moment. Then it answered: ‘Now
there is’” (N1/66). After describing the computer in superhuman terms —
“infallible in memory, incredibly swift in math [and] utterly impartial in
judgment” — a mass weekly made the obvious deduction: “This transistor-
ized prophet can help the church adapt to modern spiritual needs” (T3/68).
A leader of one national church described the Bible as a “distillation of
human experience” and asserted that computers are capable of correlating
an even greater range “of experience about how people ought to behave.”
The conclusion that was drawn underscored the deeply established connec-
tion between the computer and cosmic power: “When we want to consult
the deity, we go to the computer because it’s the closest thing to God to
come along” (T3/68).

If an object is sacred and sealed off from the profane world, gaining
access to its power becomes a problem in itself. Priests emerge as intermedi-
aries between divinity and laity. As one leading expert suggested, while
there were many who appreciated the computer, “only specialists yet realize
how these elements will all be combined and [the] far-reaching social, eco-
nomic, and political implications” (RD5/60). Typically, erroneous predic-
tions about the computer were usually attributed to “nonspecialists”
(BW3/65). To possess knowledge of computing, it was emphasized time
and again, requires incredible training and seclusion. Difficult new pro-
cedures must be developed. To learn how to operate a new computer intro-
duced in 1949, specialists “spent months literally studying day and night”
(N8/49). The number of people capable of undergoing such rigorous train-
ing was highly restricted. The forging of “links between human society and
the robot brain” (N9/49) called for “a new race of scientists.” The “new
breed of specialists [which] has grown up to tend the machines,” Time wrote
sixteen years later, “have formed themselves into a solemn priesthood of
the computer, purposely separated from ordinary laymen [and] speak][ing]
an esoteric language that some suspect is just their way of mystifying out-
siders” (T4/65). The article predicted: “There will be a small, almost separ-
ate society of people in rapport with the advanced computer. They will have
established a relationship with their machines that cannot be shared with
the average man. Those with talent for the work will have to develop it from
childhood and will be trained as intensively as the classical ballerina.” Is it
surprising that, reporting on computer news ten years later, Time (1/74)
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decided its readers would be interested in learning that among this esoteric
group of programmers there had emerged a new and wildly popular com-
puter game called “the game of life”? The identification of the computer
with God and of computer operators with sacred intermediaries signifies
culture structures that had not changed in thirty years.

The contact with the cosmic computer that these technological priests
provided would, then, certainly transform earthly life. Like the revolution-
ary technologies that preceded it, however, the computer embodied within
itself both superhuman evil and superhuman good. As Lévi-Strauss (1963)
emphasized, it is through naming that the cultural codes defining an object
are first constructed. In the years immediately following the introduction of
the computer, efforts to name this new thinking machine were intense, and
they followed the binary pattern that Durkheim and Lévi-Strauss
described. The result was a “similitude of signifiers,” an amplified series of
sacred and profane associations that created for technological discourse a
thick semantic field. One series revealed dreadful proportions and dire
implications. The computer was called a “colossal gadget” (T8/44, N8/49),
a “figure factory” (PS10/44), a “mountain of machinery” (PS10/44), a
“monster” (PS10/44, SEP2/50), a “mathematical dreadnought” (PS10/44),
a “portentous contrivance” (PS10/44), a “giant” (N8/49), a “math robot”
(N8/49), a “wonder-working robot” (SEP2/50), the “Maniac” (SEP2/50),
and the “Frankenstein-monster” (SEP2/50). In announcing a new and
bigger computer in 1949, Time (9/49) hailed the “great machines that eat
their way through oceans of figures like whale grazing on plankton” and
described them as roaring like “a hive of mechanical insects.”

In direct opposition to this profane realm, journalists and technicians
also named the computer and its parts through analogies to the pre-
sumptively innocent and assuredly sacred human being. It was called a
“super-brain” (PS10/44) and a “giant brain” (N8/49). Attached to an audio
instrument, it was described as “a brain child with a temporary voice” and
as “the only mechanical brain with a soft heart” (N10/49). Its “physiology”
(SEP2/50) became a topic of debate. Computers were given an “inner
memory” (T9/49), “eyes,” a “nervous system” (SEP2/50), a “spinning
heart” (T2/51), and a “female temperament” (SEP2/50) in addition to the
brain with which they were already endowed. It was announced that they
were to have “descendants” (N4/50), and in later years “families” and
“generations” (T4/65) emerged. Finally, there were the developmental
phrases. “Just out of its teens,” Time announced (T4/65), the computer was
about to enter a “formidable adulthood.” It might do so, however, in a
neurotic way, for its designers had “made a pampered and all but adored
child” out of him (or her).
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The period of compulsive naming quickly abated, but the awesome
forces for good and evil that the names symbolized have been locked in
deadly combat to this day. Salvation rhetoric overcomes this dualism in one
direction, apocalyptic rhetoric in another. Both moves can be seen in struc-
tural terms as overcoming binary opposition by providing a third term. But
more profound emotional and metaphysical issues are also at stake.
Computer discourse was eschatological because the computer was seen as
involving matters of life and death.

At first, salvation was defined in narrowly mathematical terms. The new
computer would “solve in a fiash” (T9/49) problems that had “baffled men
for years” (PS10/44). By 1950, salvation had already become much more
broadly defined. “Come the Revolution!” read the headline to a story about
these new predictions (T11/50). A broad and visionary ideal of progress
was laid out: “Thinking machines will bring a healthier, happier civilization
than any known heretofore” (SEP2/50). People would now be able to “solve
their problems the painless electronic way” (N7/54). Airplanes, for example,
would be able to reach their destinations “without one bit of help from the
pilot” (PS1/55).

By 1960, public discourse about the computer had become truly millen-
nial. “A new age in human relations has opened,” a reigning expert
announced (RD3/60). Like all eschatological rhetoric, the timing of this
promised salvation is imprecise. It has not yet occurred, but it has already
begun. It is coming in five years or ten, its effects will be felt soon, the trans-
formation is imminent. Whatever the timing, the end result is certain.
“There will be a social effect of unbelievable proportions” (RD3/60). “By
surmounting the last great barrier of distance,” the computer’s effect on the
natural world will be just as great (RD3/60). Most human labor will be
eliminated, and people will finally be set “free to undertake completely new
tasks, most of them directed toward perfecting ourselves, creating beauty,
and understanding one another” (Mc5/65).

The convictions were confirmed in still more sweeping tones in the late
1960s and early 1970s. The new computers had such “awesome power”
(RD5/71) that, as God was recorded to have done in the Book of Genesis,
they would bring “order out of chaos” (BW7/71). That “the computer age
is dawning” is certain. One sign of this millennium will be that “the
common way of thinking in terms of cause and effect [will be] replaced by
a new awareness” (RD5/71). That this was the stuff of which “dreams are
made” (USN6/67) cannot be denied. Computers would transform all
natural forces. They would cure diseases and guarantee long life. They
would allow everyone to know everything at all times. They would allow all
students to learn easily and the best to learn perfectly. They would produce
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a world community and end war. They would overturn stratification and
allow equality to reign. They would make government responsible and
efficient, business productive and profitable, work creative, and leisure end-
lessly satisfying.

As for apocalypse, there was also much to say. The machine has always
embodied not only the transcendental hopes but also the fear and loathing
generated by industrial society. Time once articulated this deep ambiguity
in a truly Gothic way. Viewed from the front, computers exhibit a “clean,
serene dignity.” This is deceptive, however, for “behind there hides a night-
mare of pulsing, twitching, flashing complexity” (T9/49).

Whereas contact with the sacred side of the computer is the vehicle for
salvation, the profane side threatens destruction. It is something from
which human beings must be saved. First, the computer creates the fear of
degradation. “People are scared” (N8/68) because the computer has the
power to “blot or diminish man” (RD?3/60). People feel “rage and helpless
frustration” (N9/69). The computer degrades because it objectifies; this is
the second great fear. It will “lead to mechanical men who replace humans”
(T11/50). Students will be “treated as impersonal machines” (RD1/71).
Computers are inseparable from “the image of slavery” (USN11/67). It is
because they are seen as objectifying human beings that computers present
a concrete danger. In 1975, one popular author described his computer as
a “humming thing poised to rip me apart” (RD11/75). More typically the
danger is not mutilation but manipulation. With computers “markets can
be scientifically rigged . . . with an efficiency that would make dictators
blush” (SEP2/50). Their intelligence can turn them into “instruments for
massive subversion” (RD3/60). They could “lead us to that ultimate horror
— chains of plastic tape” (N8/66).

Finally, there is the cataclysm, the final judgment on earthly technolog-
ical folly that has been predicted from 1944 until the present day.
Computers are “Frankenstein (monsters) which can . . . wreck the very
foundations of our society” (T11/50). They can lead to “disorders [that
may] pass beyond control” (RD4/60). There is a “storm brewing”
(BW1/68). There are “nightmarish stories” about the “light that failed”
(BW7/71). “Incapable of making allowances for error,” the “Christian
notion of redemption is incomprehensible to the computer” (N8/66). The
computer has become the Antichrist.

The discussion so far has taken the computer story to 1975. This was the
eve of the “personal computer,” the very name of which demonstrates how
the battle between human and anti-human continued to fuel the discourse
that surrounded the computer’s birth. In the decade of discussion that fol-
lowed, utopian and anti-utopian themes remained prominent (for example,
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Turkle 1984, pp. 165-196). Disappointment and “realism,” however, also
became more frequently expressed. In the present day, computer news has
passed from the cover of Time to advertisements in the sports pages of daily
newspapers. This is routinization. We may, indeed, be watching this latest
episode in the history of technological discourse pass into history.

Conclusion

Social scientists have looked at the computer through the framework of
their rationalizing discourse on modernity. For Ellul (1964, p. 89), it repre-
sented a phase of “technical progress” that “seems limitless” because it
“consists primarily in the efficient systematization of society and the con-
quest of the human being.” In the analysis of Lyotard, who proposes a
postmodern theory, the same kind of extravagant modernizing claims are
made. “It is common knowledge,” according to Lyotard (1984, p. 4), “that
the miniaturization and commercialization of machines is already chang-
ing the way in which learning is acquired, classified, made available, and
exploited.” With the advent of computerization, learning that cannot be
“translated into quantities of information” will be abandoned. In contrast
to the opacity of traditional culture, computerization produces “the ideol-
ogy of communicational ‘transparency’” (p. 5), which signals the decline of
the “grand narrative” and will lead to a crisis of legitimation (pp. 66—67).

I have tried to refute such rationalistic theorizing, first by developing a
framework for cultural sociology and second by applying it to the
technological domain. In theoretical terms, I have shown that technology
is never in the social system alone. It is also a sign and possesses an inter-
nal subjective referent. Technology, in other words, is an element in the
culture and the personality systems as well; it is both meaningful and moti-
vated. In my examination of the popular literature about the computer, I
have shown that this ideology is rarely factual, rational, or abstract. It is
concrete, imagistic, utopian, and satanic — a discourse that is filled, indeed,
with the grand narratives of life.

Let us return, in conclusion, to the sociological understandings of tech-
nology I have recounted above. Far from being empirical accounts based
on objective observations and interpretations, they represent simply
another version of technocratic discourse itself. The apocalyptic strain of
that discourse fears degradation, objectification, slavery, and manipula-
tion. Has not critical theory merely translated this evaluation into the
empirical language of social science? The same goes for those sociological
analyses that take a more benign form: they provide social scientific trans-
lations of the discourse about salvation.
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At stake is more than the accuracy or the distortion of social scientific
statements. That the rationalization hypothesis is wrong does not make
technology a benign force. The great danger that technology poses to
modern life is neither the flattening out of human consciousness nor its
enslavement to economic or political reality. To the contrary, it is because
technology is lodged in the unreal fantasies of salvation and apocalypse
that the dangers are real.

For Freud, psychoanalysis was a rational theory of the irrational, even
while it did not promise an ultimate escape from unconscious life.
Psychoanalysis aimed to provide a distance from irrationality, if not the
high ground of conscious rationality itself. Cultural sociology can provide
a similar distance and some of the same cure. Only by understanding the
omnipresent shaping of technological consciousness by discourse can we
hope to gain control over technology in its material form. To do so, we must
gain some distance from the visions of salvation and apocalypse in which
technology is so deeply embedded.

Note

1 The data are samples from the thousands of articles written about the computer
from its introduction in 1944 up until 1984. I selected for analysis ninety-seven
articles drawn from ten popular American mass magazines: Time (T), Newsweek
(N), Business Week (BW), Fortune (F), The Saturday Evening Post (SEP),
Popular Science (PS), Reader’s Digest (RD), US. News and World Report
(USN), McCall’s (Mc), and Esquire (E). In quoting or referring to these sources,
I cite first the magazine, then the month and year; for example, T8/63 indicates
an article in Time magazine that appeared in August 1963. These sampled arti-
cles were not randomly selected but chosen by their value relevance to the inter-
pretive themes of this work. I would like to thank David Wooline for his
assistance.
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AIDS and the discursive
construction of homosexuality’

Steven Seidman

AIDS appeared during a period of significant change in Western sexual
conventions. A series of movements in the sixties and seventies pointed in
the direction of expanded erotic choice and tolerance for diversity. The
women’s movement struggled for women’s erotic autonomy. Feminists
demanded that women be able to define and control their own sexuality,
and that included choosing a lesbian alternative. Less visible were the
struggles by sexually disenfranchised groups like the elderly or the disabled
to be accepted as full sexual beings. The counterculture made a more open
and expressive eroticism a prominent part of its social rebellion.
Furthermore, changes in our sexual norms that reflected long-term trends
became evident. For example, the norm that sex is legitimate only as an act
of love or a sign of relational fidelity was challenged. Sex discourses and
representations (e.g., pornography, sex manuals, and radical sex ideologies)
appeared that constructed sex as an autonomous sphere of pleasure and
self-expression with its own intrinsic value and justification. A libertarian
sex ethic accepted sex for its pleasurable qualities in any context of mutual
consent and respect. This has expanded the types of relationships in which
sex is permitted. Indeed, the exclusivity of marriage as the proper site for
sex has given way to a more flexible convention that tolerates sex in varied
relational settings. In short, while it would be misleading to assert that a
revolution occurred, there did transpire important changes in our sexual
norms and behavior during this period.

Indicative of this more liberal sexual culture was the increased tolerance
for homosexuality. By the mid-seventies gay sub-cultures were visible in vir-
tually every major urban center (Altman 1983; D’Emilio 1983). These pro-

* First published in 1988 as “Transfiguring sexual identity: AIDS and the contemporary
construction of homosexuality,” Social Text 9(20): 187-206.
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vided gay people with institutional protection, a source of social support,
and a mass base for a politics of civil rights reform and gay liberation.
Within these gay spaces a cultural apparatus emerged that included gay-
oriented publications (books, magazines, and newspapers), theatre groups,
movies, and so on. Of particular importance is that this new gay intelli-
gentsia articulated affirmative images of homosexuality. Constructions of
“the homosexual” as a morally perverse, deviant, or pathological figure
were assailed. Homosexuality was reconceived to refer to a morally neutral
need or behavior that is not indicative of a distinctive personality type. New
models viewed the homosexual as a person with merely an alternative
sexual or affectional preference or as a member of an oppressed minority.
In fact, some gays endorsed the notion of homosexuals as different but
reconceived this in affirmative ways. Finally, gay people made important
gains in political empowerment and social inclusion. For example, by the
mid-seventies more than half the states in the USA had repealed their
sodomy laws; dozens of cities had passed anti-discrimination ordinances;
the civil service commission had eliminated its ban on hiring homosexuals,
and so on.

The trend towards sexual liberalization and, in particular, the tolerance
of homosexuals, encountered a lot of resistance and hostility. In the late
seventies this tolerance narrowed considerably as anti-gay themes became
integral to a revived conservative politics. The explanation for this lies
perhaps in social developments that paralleled sexual liberalization.
Specifically, the conjunction of a series of events, including an economic
recession, political legitimation problems stemming from Watergate, mili-
tary setbacks in Vietnam and Iran, and social disturbances arising from the
various civil rights, protest and liberation movements, produced a pervasive
sense of social crisis and decline. Although social and political responses to
this situation were varied, it is not coincidental that a series of purity cru-
sades swept across the country (Rubin 1984). This was one way people
responded to feelings of social danger and sought to gain control over
social events. Different groups or phenomena, from pornography to pae-
dophiles, were targeted. However, gay people in particular were singled out.
This was not entirely fortuitous. The trend towards the acceptance or at
least tolerance of homosexuality challenged the exclusive legitimacy of a
heterosexual and marital norm. Moreover, the visibility and political
assertiveness of homosexuals, coupled to their symbolic association with
social dissolution in a context perceived by many Americans as one of
family breakdown and national decline, made them easy prey for scape-
goating.

The anxiety and hostility many Americans felt towards recent develop-
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ments were displaced onto homosexuality. Homosexuals were portrayed as
a public menace, as a threat to the family, and as imperiling the national
security by promoting self-centered, hedonistic, and pacifist values. An
anti-gay backlash crystallized that was initially centered around local and
state campaigns to repeal gay rights ordinances. Gradually, it expanded to
include national legislation, the resurgence of anti-homosexual discourses,
and escalating discrimination and violence towards homosexuals (Altman
1983). Its aim was to deny legitimacy to homosexuality; to dismantle gay
sub-cultural institutions; to return homosexuals to a condition of invisibil-
ity and marginality; and to reassert a discourse of the dangers of homo-
sexuality.

I argue that AIDS has provided a pretext to reinsert homosexuality
within a symbolic drama of pollution and purity. Conservatives have used
AIDS to rehabilitate the notion of “the homosexual” as a polluted figure.
AIDS is read as revealing the essence of a promiscuous homosexual desire
and proof of its dangerous and subversive nature. The reverse side of this
demonization of homosexuality is the purity of heterosexuality and the
valorization of a monogamous, marital sexual ethic. To be sure, the dis-
course of homosexuality occasioned by AIDS is not uniform. Liberal seg-
ments of the heterosexual media have, in the main, repudiated a politics
aimed at the repression of homosexuality. Instead, they have enlisted AIDS
in their campaign to construct an image of the “respectable homosexual”
and to legitimate a sexual ethic of monogamy and romance. Similar themes
are conspicuous in the gay media. In fact, many gays have used AIDS to
articulate their own redemptive drama. In imagery that oscillates between
the apocalyptic and the millennial, AIDS is seen as marking the failure of
a way of life; as signaling, like Stonewall, another critical turning point in
the coming of age of homosexuals; and, finally, as the beginnings of a new
maturity and social responsibility among homosexuals.

AIDS and heterosexual constructions of homosexuality

In the heterosexual media the identification of AIDS as a gay disease was
made early and has proved persistent despite overwhelming evidence to the
contrary. Initially, the appearance of Kaposi’s sarcoma and other rare
cancers among young homosexual men led researchers to designate the
term GRID (gay related immune deficiency) for this new syndrome. Taking
its cue from medical researchers, the mass media referred to this disease as
the “homosexual cancer,” the “gay epidemic.” These terms suggest an
intrinsic tie between homosexuality and AIDS. The causal link was identi-
fied as homosexual behavior.
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The two most prominent epidemiological theories directly joined AIDS
to homosexual acts. The so-called “overload theory” held that “the gay life-
style” (the combination of drug use, poor health habits, and a history of
sexually transmitted diseases resulting from sexual promiscuity) is respon-
sible for the collapse of the immune system. The currently more accepted
theory asserts the existence of a virus which combined with other factors
breaks down the body’s resistance to disease. The introduction of semen
into the body during sex releases the virus into the blood stream. The
typical scenario that is postulated holds that repeated anal intercourse tears
the delicate tissue of the anus. This allows the semen and therefore the virus
of the infected person to pass into the blood circulation of the unsuspect-
ing other. Both theories underscore the association between sexual behav-
ior and AIDS among homosexuals. They highlight sexual “promiscuity” as
the intermediary or connecting link. The overload theory posits a more
direct, ironic, and insidious dynamic: the immediate sensual pleasures of
“promiscuous” sex set in motion a hidden telos of disease and death. The
very act of sexual union — with its cultural resonances of love and the pro-
duction of life — is turned into an act of death as bodily defenses collapse.
Although the viral hypothesis does not view AIDS as the very signature of
homosexual behavior, it asserts an indirect tie between promiscuity and
AIDS among homosexual men. It is, after all, only under conditions of
non-monogamy that sex can threaten viral infection. Both the overload and
the viral theory, then, represent medical frameworks that center on the
causality between sexual promiscuity, disease, and death.

In the heterosexual media’s response to AIDS, promiscuity became the
defining property of gay sexuality. Headlines and feature stories in all the
major national media dramatized a gay lifestyle, a fastlane life of indis-
criminate casual sex. A piece in the San Francisco Examiner (Oct. 24, 1982,
p. 14) found in AIDS confirmation of the conventional wisdom that gays
are “a population whose lifestyle is based on a freewheeling approach to
sex,” John Fuller in Science Digest observed that AIDS is simply further
evidence of what science has told us about homosexual men. “Sociologists
and psychologists had long noted that the constant search for new sexual
partners is a persistent pattern among many gay males” (Fuller 1983).
Some commentators underlined the paradoxical aspects of homosexuality.
“Ironically, the freedom, the promiscuity . . . that many gays declared an
integral part of their culture have come to haunt them” (Cuppola 1983). I
want to here underscore a key point regarding this discourse: the promis-
cuity of homosexual men is not considered incidental or a historically spe-
cific behavioral property of homosexuality. Rather, it is viewed as essential
to homosexuality. In other words, this discourse resurrects an older notion
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of the male homosexual as a type of person with unique physical, emo-
tional, and behavioral traits. His essence is that of a hypersexual human
type. Homosexual men sexualize themselves and others; they reduce
persons to eroticized bodies; they frame sex as mere physical release or
pleasure-seeking. Promiscuity manifests the lustful, amoral nature of the
homosexual. Homosexual desire symbolizes pure sexual lust or unre-
strained desire subject only to the quantitative limitations of physical
exhaustion. It is this compulsive, hyperactive, insatiable desire that compels
homosexuals to eroticize the forbidden and to transgress all moral bound-
aries, rendering themselves dangerous. Homosexuality is constructed as the
very antithesis of the heterosexual marital ideal where sex is joined to
romance, love, and relational permanence and fidelity.

The AIDS discourse on homosexuality is a moral one. The juxtaposition
of homosexuality and heterosexual romantic love carries a moral distinc-
tion between the dangers of homosexual promiscuity and the purity of
heterosexual love and monogamy. From this vantage point, AIDS reveals
not only the truth of homosexuality but is its just punishment. Some com-
mentators have seen in AIDS proof of the unnaturalness or perversity of
homosexuality. “The poor homosexuals — they have declared war upon
nature, and now nature is exacting an awful retribution,” writes President
Reagan’s former aide Patrick Buchanan (1983). Reverend Charles Stanley,
head of the 14.3 million-member Southern Baptist Convention remarked:
“It [homosexuality] is a sinful lifestyle, according to the scripture, and I
believe that AIDS is God indicating his displeasure and his attitude towards
that form of lifestyle” (Times Union, Jan. 18, 1986). Finally, arriving at the
same moral judgment but framed within a medical-scientific discourse, Dr.
James Fletcher writes in the Southern Medical Journal: “If we act as empir-
ical scientists can we not see the implications of the data [AIDS and STDs
among homosexual men] before us? Might not these ‘complications’ be
‘consequences’ [of homosexuality]? Were it so a logical conclusion is that
AIDS is a self-inflicted disorder . . . Indeed from an empirical medical per-
spective alone current scientific observation seems to require the conclusion
that homosexuality is a pathologic condition” (quoted in E’Eramo 1984).

In the above moral rhetorics, AIDS represents a just punishment for
homosexuals since they have violated a basic law of God, Nature and
Society. There is, however, another more subtle logic of moral judgment
presented in the AIDS phenomenon. AIDS is seen as the homosexual’s
death-wish turned upon himself. In modern mythology, homosexuality
indicates an unconscious will to subvert and destroy society. Images of sub-
version surround the homosexual. The ubiquitous association of homo-
sexuals with the corruption of children — the very symbol of purity and
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social order — is indicative of their link to death. It is, I believe, precisely
because in our symbolic universe homosexuality is constructed as a social
danger evoking resonances of decline and chaos, that AIDS is seen not only
as the truth of homosexuality but as its just punishment. AIDS signals the
wish for the annihilation of “the other” being turned inward, back against
the homosexual himself. It’s because homosexuality symbolizes a threat to
life and society that even in the face of the mass suffering and death among
homosexuals the public reaction has often been complacent, indifferent,
and vengeful. For threatening social existence and “killing the innocent,”
homosexual men have received their just desert in AIDS. This, at least,
appears to be a perhaps unconscious moral sentiment conveyed in the
heterosexual response to AIDS.

AIDS has contributed to reviving a notion of the homosexual as a
dangerous and polluted figure. Moreover, the revitalization of a dis-
credited image of homosexuality structured the public response to AIDS.
As the principal victim of AIDS but also identified as its chief perpetrator,
homosexual men were doubly victimized: by the disease and by society’s
response to it. Blamed for their own affliction, accused of spreading
disease and death to innocent people, criticized as a drain upon scarce
national resources, homosexual AIDS victims felt socially scorned and
shunned (Starr and Gonzalez 1983; Lee 1983). Stories circulated of hospi-
tal staff, police, and criminal justice personnel refusing physical contact
with AIDS victims, and of AIDS victims left unattended in hospitals,
leaving friends and family responsible for their care. Feature stories told of
AIDS victims being fired from their jobs, evicted from their homes, ejected
from public places. Numerous reports narrate how homosexual AIDS
victims had to manage, often alone, a social death in anticipation of their
physical one.

AIDS served as an ideal pretext for upgrading the surveillance and
oppression of homosexuals. By the end of 1985 demands were being made
for stepped-up state regulation of homosexual AIDS cases through admin-
istering an “AIDS” test as a condition of employment, military service,
health and life insurance, blood donation, and so on. Quarantining AIDS
cases was seriously discussed and in some states statutes were amended to
give the government the power to implement a quarantine. Suggestions
were heard of empowering the state to rehabilitate sexually promiscuous
homosexual men through drugs or confinement. Beyond the repressive
measures sought in response