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This pathbreaking volume makes a powertuf case for a new
direction in cultural sociology and for social scientific anal-
ysis more generally. Taking a “cultural pragmatic™ approach
to meaning, the contributors suggest a new way of looking
at the continuum that stretches between ritual and strategic
action. They do so by developing, for the first time, a model
of “sacial performance™ that applies not only to micro- but to
macro-sociology. This new model is relevant not only to con-
temporary analysis but to comparative and historical issues,
and it is as sensitive to power as it is to cultural structures.
The metaphor of performance has long been used by sociol-
ogists and humanists 1o explore not only the social world
but literary texts, but this volume offers the first system-
atic and analytical framework that transforms the metaphor
into a social theory and applies it to a series of fascinating
large-scale social and cultural processes — from September | |
and the Clinton/Lewinsky Affair, to the South African Truth
and Reconciltation Commission and Willy Brandt’s famous
“kneefall” before the Warsaw Memorial. Building on works
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man and Turner en the other. Social Perforniance offers a
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arts,
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Introduction: symbolic action in
theory and practice: the cultural
pragmatics of symbolic action

Jeffrev C. Alexander and Jason L. Mast

The question of theory and practice permeates not only politics but culture,
where the analegue for theory is the social-symbolic text, the bundle of everyday
“cades, narratives. and rhetorical configurings that are the objects of hermeneutic
reconstruction. Emphasizing action over its theory, praxis theorists have blinded
themselves to the deeply embedded textuality of every social action (Bourdieu
1984; Swidler 1986; Turner 2(002). But a no less distorting myopia has alfected
the vision from the other side. The pure hermeneut (e.g., Dilthey 1976; Ricoeur
1976) tends to ignore the material problem of instantiating ideals in the real
world. The truth, as Marx (1972: 143) wrote in his tenth thesis on Feuerbach,
is that, while theory and practice are different, they are always necessarily
intertwined.

Theory and practice are interwoven in everyday life, not only in social theory
and social science, In the following chapters, we will see thal powerful social
actors understand the conceptual issues presented in this intreduction in an
intuitive, ethnographic, and practical way. In the intense and fateful elforts to
impeach and to defend President Clinton (Mast. ch. 3). for instance, individuals,
organizations, and parties moved “instinctively”™ to hook their actions into the
"background culture in a lively and compelling manner, working to create an
impression of sincerity and authenticity rather than one of calculation and arti-
ficiality, to achieve verisimilitude. Sociul movements’ public demonstrations
{Eyerman, ch. 6) display a similar performaltive logic. Movement organizess.
intensely aware of media organizations’ control over the means of symbolic dis-
tribution, direct their participants to perform in ways that will communicate that
they are worthy, committed, and determined to achieve acceptance and inclu-
ston from the farger political community. And during South Africa’s transition
from apartheid to democracy (Goodman, ch, 3), perpetrators’ confessions and
viciims’ agonistic retellings of disappeared relatives, displacement, and torture
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before a Truth and Reconciliation Commission stimulated interest and identi-
fication amongst local and globul audiences, and initiated a pervasive sense of
national catharsis. These examples, and the others that follow, show haw social
actors, embedded in collective representations and working through symbolic
and materjal means, implicitly orient towards others as if they were actors on
i slage seeking identification with their experiences and understandings from
their audiences.

Towards a cultural pragniatics

Kenneth Burke (1957 [ 1941 1) introduced the notion of symbolic action, Clifford
Geertz (1973a) made it famous. These thinkers wanted to draw attention to the
specifically cultural charucter of activities. the manner in which they are expres-
sive rather than instrumental, irrational rather than rational. more like theatri-
cal performance than economic exchange. Drawing also from Burke, Erving

Goftman (1936) introduced. his.own dramaturgical-theory at-about ihe Same

time. Because of the one-sidedly pragmatic emphases of symbolic interaction-
ism, however, the specifically cultural dimension of this Goffmanian approach
(Alexander 1987) to drama made hardly any dent on the sociological tradition,
though it later entered into the emerging discipline of performance studies.

In the decades that have ensued since the enunciation of these seminal ideas,

those who have taken the cultural turn have followed a different path. It has
been meaning, not action, that has occupied central attention, and deservedly
s0. To show the importance of meaning, as compared to such traditional soci-
ologicat ciphers as power, money, and status, it has been necessary to show
that meaning is a structure, Just as powerful as these others {Rambo and Chan
1990; Somers 1993). To take meaning seriously, not to dismiss it as an epiphe-
nomenon, has been the challenge. The Slrong programs in contemporary cul-
tural socielogy (Alexander and Smith 1998; Alexander and Sherwood 2002;
Stmith 1998; Edles 1998: Incobs 1996; Kane 1997: Somers [995; Emirbayer and
Goodwin 1996: Sewel] L985) have followed Ricoeurs philosophical demon-
stration that meaningful actions can be considered as texts, exploring codes and
narratives. metaphors, metathemes. values. and tituals in such diverse institu-
tional domains as religion, nation, class, race, family, gender, and sexuality. It
hus been vital to establish what makes meaning important, what makes some
social facts meaningful at all,

In terms of Charles Morris’s (1938) classic distinction, slrong programs
have focused on the syntactics and semantics of meaning, on the relations
of signs to one another and to their referents. Ideas about symbolic action and
dramaturgy gesture, by contrast. to the pragmatics of the cultural process, to
the relations between cultural texts and the uctors in everyday life, While the
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latter considerations have by no means been enlire-ly ignored byl thofcf v]u’lzo,
h‘avc sought 1o sustain o meaning-centered pmgr'am in cullura)l SD(-:]'O‘I,UIE?LIUL 1:1
have largely been addressed either through relatively .il(] hoc mede. s tdies
agner-P: ifici 1986) or in terms of the metatheoretical debate over saruLlL:re
et . 991; Hays 1994: Alexander 1988, 2003a;
and agency (Sewell 1992; Kane 1991: Hays A r s, i
Sahlins 1976). Metatheory is indispensable as un or_senlmg de\.v’](;{!..ﬁ i \l.,m‘l-
problems in a general manner and. in doing so, prowdc:zs morc bp,Lill c l::[:rd (;n
tory thinking with a direction io go. The crllu.i[cngerls to rlmi)vn’ tm:l:]: l;mde]q
the scientific cominuum. from the presu_pposmons D.[ metal jtmj} r\{/{)jt,;heoreti__
and empirical generalizations upon which explan:duon (lepf,tlal.s:l c.;; orer
cal thinking about structure and agency has PI‘O\’IdEC] hunt_.h.{.s‘ dt)tl bml A re
should be done. and creative empirical studies show that ll. C.‘.dI‘"l r. u W-Zh_
remains a gaping hole between general concepts and em?lr}.c"llft?f; irixm[
out providing systematic mediating cor}cep{s, gven li_le‘mtosit h\L;;t "u Lipl,jlciﬁ;i
efforis to bridge semantics and pragmatics (e.g., Sahlins 1981; a:‘n?r L e
1986:; Kane 1997) have an ad hoc character, ur1d the morej pu.rcily metatheoretica
often produce awkward. even oxymoronic circumlocutions. e
Cuktural practices are not simply speech uc'ls. Ar'ouncl the same ‘1. s
man was developing a pragmatic dramaturgy m‘somo]ogy, John AL,lw]nd 1 . ,,:,1
introduced ordinary language philosophy to the idea that lz.mguz}geﬁt.ou | .}[d-\ Lﬂ:
performative function and not enly a constative one. Speaking a.lm.t.. 1o get H Tlnbi
done, Austin denoted, not merely to make assertions and provide deslgrfpl.lontsc;
In contrast to simply describing, the perl’ormalivels_peﬁech act h’us the f:apll\c]tynh
realize its semantic contents; it is capable of constifuting a ‘socml .reuhtry mrou“:
its utterance. On the other hand it can fail. Givcn. tllmi a perform'fmve may c;\r n?t‘ly
not work, that it may or may not succeed in realizing 1'ts stated lﬂl(?ntll()‘n: ursun
keenly observed. its appropriate evaluative standagd is not truth and accuracy,
“felicitous™ and “unfelicitous.” . 3
blelxeelrlaCz];ﬁz;n ;:1:[16(1 to investigating felicity’s conditions, ]!0\’5’(%\/(:1’. like Fioff-
man he stressed only the speech act’s interactional context, amq failed 1.0 ficgroliml
for the cultural contextout of which particular signs are drawn forth‘by d-b‘p'&l Eel;
This philosophical innovation could have marked a turn to lll(f :J‘es,them_'ancr °
considerations of what makes actions exemplary-(Arend.t 1935 Eyemmr-] aﬁ.
Jamison §991; Ferrara 2001 instead, it fed to an 1ncz"t_-zasmg fo_cps on the 1[;1((:;-
actionak, the situational, and the practical (e.g., Go[‘ltman .1936: S_z_?arle! ‘E ;. :
Habermas 1984; Schegloff 1987). Austin’s innovz}tlon. like 1C‘¥orhlm‘1n; ( ra-
maturgy. had the effect of cutting off the practice of language f1 0@ 1[5)1%1\13:. ;
Szlu;sure would have agreed with Austin that parole (speech) Wu,%i. b‘L]hlU(. g:
independently of /angue {language). I~10\jvevc?r. hc_:. \vqu[d hfl‘wf 111;15.[@;;::“1 ;i
“arbitrary nature of the sign,” that, to consider its effectiveness, .slpo .\f:n 1 g .,:'g
must be considered in its totality, as both fangue and parcle. A sign’s meaning is
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arbitrary. Saussure demonstrated,? in that “it actually has no natural connection
with the signified™ (1985: 38), i.e., the object it is understood 10 represent. Its
meaning is arbitrary in relation fo iis referent in the real world. but it is also
arbitrary in the sense that it is not determined by the intention or will of any indi-
vidual speaker or listener. Rather. a sign’s meaning derives from its relations —
metaphorical, metonymic, synecdochic — to other signs in a system of sign
relations, or language. The relations between signs ina cultural system are fixed
by social convention: they are structures that social actors experience as natu-
ral, and unreflexively depend on to constitute their daily lives. Consequently,
an accounting of feticity’s conditions must attend to the cultural structures that
render & performative intelligible, meaningful, and capable of being interpreted
as felicitous or infelicitous, in addition to the mode and context in which the
performative is enacted.

In this respect, Saussure’s sometimes errant disciple. Jacques Derrida, has

been a faithful son, and it is in Derrida’s (1982a.[1971]) response 1o AUSHRS- -

speech act theory that posl-structuralism begins o demonstrate a deep affin:
ity with contemporary cultural pragmatics. Derrida criticized Austin for sub-
merging the contribution of the cultural text to performative outcome. Austin
“appears to consider solely the conventionality constituting the circumistance
of the utterance [énoncé), its contextual surroundings,” Derrida admonished,
“and not a certain conventionality intrinsic to what constitutes the speech act
[locution] itself, all that might be summarized rapidly under the protiematic
rubric of ‘the arbitrary nature of the sign™ (1988: 15). In this way. Derrida
sharply criticized Austin for ignoring the “citational” quality of even the most
pragmatic writing and speech; that words used in talk cite the seemingly absent
background cultural texts from which they derive their meanin gs, “Could a per-
formative uiterance succeed.” Derrida asked, “if its formulation did not repeat
a ‘coded’ or iterable utterance, or in other words, if the formula I pronounce in
order to open a meeting, launch a ship or a marriage were not identifiable as
conforming with an iterable model. if it were not then identifiable in some way
as a ‘citation’?” {1988: I®)

Because there can be no determinate. trans-contextual relation of signifier and
referent, difference always involves différance (Derrida 1982b). Interpreting
symbolic practice — culture in its “presence” — always entails a reference to
culture in its “absence,” that is, to an implied semiotic text. In other words, to
be practical and effective in action — to have a successful performance — actors
must be able to make the meanings of culture structures stick. Since meaning is
the product of relations between signs in a discursive code or text, a dramaturgy
that intends to take meaning seriously must account for the cultural codes
and texts that structure the cognitive environments in which speech is given
form,

[

[ntroduction

Dramaturgy in the new century emerges from L‘he ?onﬂue'ncc of her.merlm}iic.
post-structurul. and pragmatic theories of meaning’s rel.auo.n .10 socrml d(inm,li
Cultural pragmatics grows out of this con[‘_luence, mumtmn.mtg tlm} cu{ mid:,
practice must be theorized independently of culturgl s},.fmboll.cs. w‘hilc':. at %1.%
same lime, remaining fundamentally interrelated \.vuh 11.“Culu.1ral dLl’l’On p;lts
(exts into practice, but it cannot do so directly, without p.ﬂssm;‘g g{o A t i_
ory of practice must respect the relative autonomy of f}tr.tlctl}res.o meaning.
Pragmatics and semantics are analytical. not concrete distinctions.

The real and the artificial

One of the challenges in theorizing contemporary culum}i practice is %he. manner
in which it seems to slide between artifice and au}henhcny. There is L-he decp
pathos of Princess Diuna’s death and funeral, mediated, even ina cerﬁam‘s}um‘e
wenerated by. highly constructed, commerciatly 1ar.geted telewlsed pI’OdLlLll.O,T.lh.
;fel so senuine and compelling that the business of & great nuto.lorsal.cc?llecfx‘\-‘;lty
came imost fully to rest. There are the Pentagon’s i’akgd 'fmti—ball}stlc.mmm'le
tests and its doctored action photographs of smfu‘t 1111s51lf:s d}lrlng the ira.q‘
war. both of which were taken as genuine in their FCS{JCCI‘I\’E times. There is
the continuous and often nauseating How of the stuged-for‘cam.era pseudo\—
event, which Daniel Boorstin (1962 [1961}) Hushed out already in the i%()s..
Right‘ along beside them, there is the undeniable n.ioral power gene‘mted ‘by
t'hg equally “artificial” media event studied by. Df1n1el.[?ayan and Ehhu i(ahlz
(1992) — Sadat’s arrival in Jerusalem, the Pope’s first visit to Poland, and Jehn
F. Kennedy’s funeral. s S
Plays, movies, and television shows are staged “as if” they oceur in r.ct life,
and in real time. To seem as if they are “live,” to seem real, they are increas-
ingly shot “on location.” National armies imimidafe one another by stagm%
w;r games, completely artificial events whose intention not to produce a “real

effect is announced well before they occur but which often alter real balances of

power. Revolutionary guerrilla groups. like the Zapatista rt?bels 1"ro-m Chiup‘as,
Mexico, represent powerful grassroots movements thal aim to dlS]J-]’dCB vast
material interests and often have the effect of getting real pe.oplc? killed. Yet
the masses in such movements present their collective force via highly sl'.ugcd
photo-marches. and their leaders, like subcommander Mar@s. enter fi gurutsve}y
into the public sphere, as iconic representations ofestubhshe.d cult}lrué forms‘.
The effort at artificially creating the impression of livenesis is not {n ANy Sense
new. The Impressionist painters wanted to trump the artificiality of the ‘Fre'nch
Academy by moving outside, to be closer Lo the nature they \\l*ere s'epresenn’ngi
to paint en plein air. The Lincoln-Douglas debates were hlgh]}{ slngefl,'am
their “real influence” would have been extremely narrow were it not for the
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hyperbolic expansiveness of the print media (Schudson 1998). The aristocra-
cies and emerging middle classes of the Renaissance, the period marking the
very birth of modernity, were highly style-conscious, employing facial make-
up and hair shaping en both sides of the gender divide, and engaging, more
generally, in strenuous efforts at “self-fashioning™ (Greenblatt 1980). It was
the greatest writer of the Renaissance, after afl, who introduced into Western
literature the very notion that “the whole world’s a stage.

and we merely actors
uporn it.”

Despite a history of reflexive awareness of artificiality and constructedness,
such postmodern commentators as Baudritlard (1983) announce. and denounce,
the contemporary interplaying of reality with fiction as demarcaling a new
age. one in which pragmatics has displaced semantics, social referents have
disappeared. and only signifiers powered by the interests and powers of the day
remain. Such arguments represent a temptation, [ueled by a kind of nostal gii, to

treat the distinetion between the real and-arti ficial i ia ssetitialise way. Cultural

pragmiatics holds that this vision of simulated hyper-textuality is not true. that
the signified, no matter what its position in the manipulated field of cultural
production. can never be separated from some set of signifiers (cf. Sherwood
1994,

The relation between authenticily and modes of presentation is, after all,
historically and cultueally specific.’ During the Renaissance, for instance, the
theatre, traditionally understood to be u house of spectacle, seduction, and
idolatry, began to assume degrees of authenticity that had traditionally been
reserved for the dramatic text, which was honored for its purity and incor-
ruptibility. The relation between authenticity and the senses shifted during this
time as well. With its close association with the aural eroding, authenticity
became an attribute of the visual. The visual displaced the aural as the sense
most closely associated with apprehending and discerning the authentic, the
real, and the true. The aural. on the other hand, was increasingly presumed to
“displace *sense,”™ and language to “dissolve into pure sound and leave reason
behind”™ (Peters 2000: 163).

Iis difficult to imagine a starker exarmple of authenticity s cultural specificity
than Donald Frischmann’s (1994) description of the Tzotzil people’s reaction
to a live theatrical performance staged in their village of San Juan Chamula, in
Chiapas, Mexico in 1991, Frischmann describes how, during the reenactment of
an occurrence of domestic violence, the audience was taken by “a physical wave
of emotion [that] swept theough the entire crowd” nearly knocking audience
members “down onto the fioor.” During a scene in which a confession is ogged

out of two accused murderers the line separating theatrical production and
audience completely disintegrated: “By this point in the play, the stage itself
was full of curious and excited onlookers — children and men, surrounding the
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actors in an attempt te get a closer look at the stage cvc:1.1‘ls. Whid},:f Lunously
resembled episodes of real life out in the central plaza™ (1994; 223, nalics in
L’”éllﬁi)r‘ul pragmatics emphasizes that authenticity 1& an ir'nerpl'"etive callf:g%ory
rather than an ontological state. The status of :mlhenuf:uy is :levcc-l a‘L 1:5 L(S;_
tingent, and resulls from processes of social conslru.ctmn: itis }10£ msep‘.fr able
i’ro:n a transcendental, ontological referent, If there is a _normanve repulm?nrto
the fake or inauthentic, cultural pragmatics asseris. Lh'f\t 11- must be i;‘ezt}cq In an
analytical way, as a structuring code in the symbolic fabric actors depend on to
interpret their lived realities.

mti’ieir.‘“\lvtahzlrrc l‘l‘::t)?]demned" to live out our lives in an age ol artifice, a world
of mirrered. manipulated, and mediated representation. But the cnnslruclcd
character of symbols does not make them less real. A talented anthropologistand

a clinical psychologist recently published a lengthy empirical account (Marvin

and Ingle 1999} describing the flag of the United States, the “sl_urs_and siripes.

as o lo[ém for the American nation, a tribe whose members perlodllcul]y eng;'agc
in blood sacrifice so that the totem may continue to 11_1rive. such i cllrcctequnl.:'on
of comtemporary sacrality with pre-literate tribat life has its dar.zgers._ as WL are
abous to suggest below, yet there is much in this zccount that rings powerfutly

true.

Nostalgia and counter-nostalgia: sacrality then and now

For those who continue to insist on the centrality ol meaning in conler.npo.rnry
societies, and who see these meanings as in some necessary manner refractions
of culture structures, the challenge is the same today as it has alwa}l,fs been:
How to deal with “modernity.” an historical designation that now lIl.ClHdES
postmodernity as well? Why does it remain so difficult to conm.:plu.ul;ze the
cultural implications ol the vast historical difference betwee.n ‘Eill"ilel‘ tl@es %md
our own? One reason is that so much of contemporary iheonz‘mg about culture
has seemed determined to elide it. The power-knowledge fusion that Foucantt
postulates ot the center of the modern episteme is, in fact, much .ic?ss charac-
teristic of contemporary societies than it was of earlier, more irud[tu'mal ()nc;:s._
where socinl structure and culture were relatively fused. The same is l;rue for
Bourdieu’s habitus, a self that is mere nexus. the emotional residue -01' grm.zp
position and social structure that much more clearly refiects the cmoum.ml sit-
uation of eurly societies than the autonomizing. reflexive, deeply ambivalent
psychological processes of toduy. ' ' -
Culture stili remains powerful in an a priori manner, even in .ihe most LDI]f
temporary societies. Powers are still infused with sacrahzu}g _(hsc_oul.se-a. fmc_;
modern and postmedern actors can strategize only by typifying in terms o
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institutionally segmented binary codes. Secutarization does not mean the loss
of cultural meaning. the emergence of completely free-floating institutions, or
the creation of purely self-referential individual actors (cf. Emirbayer and Mis-
che 1998). There remains, in Kenneth Thompson’s (1990) inimitable phrase.
the “dialectic between sacralization and secularization.” But action does not
relate to culture in an unfolding sort of way. Secularization does mean differ-
entiation rather than fusion, not only between culture, self, and social structure,
but within culture itself,

Mannheim (1971 [1927]) pointed out that it has been the unwillingness to
accepi the implications of such differentiation that has always characterized con-
servative political theory, which from Burke (1790) to Qakeshott (1981 [1962])
1o contemporary communitarians has given short shrift to cultural diversity and
individual autonomy. What is perhaps less well understood is that such unwill-
ingness has also undermined the genuine and important insights of interpretively
oriented cultural social science.
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scripts, that they were less rituals in which audiences voluntarily if vicari-
pusly participated than symbolic effects controlled and manipulated by elites
(Birnbaum 1935).

The old-fashioned Durkheimians, like political conservatives, were moti-
vated in some part by nostalgia for an earlier, simpler, and more cohesive age.
Yet their critics have been moved by feelings of a not altogether different kind,
by an anti-nostalgia that barely conceals their own deep yearning for the sacred
tife. In confronting the fragmentations of modern and postmodern life, potitical
radicals have often been motivated by cultural conservatism. From Marx and
Weber o the Frankfurt School (Horkheimer and Adomo 1972}, from Arendt’s
(1951) mass society theory to Selznick’s (1951, 1932), from Jameson (1991)
to Baudriilard, left cultural critics have lodged the nostalgic ¢laim that nothing
can ever be the same again, that capitalism or industrial society or mass society
or postmodernity has destroyed the possibility for meaning. The result has been
that cultural history has been understood allegorically (cf. Clifford 1986, 1988).

For our medern predecessors who maintained that, despite modernization,
meaning still matters. the tools developed for anatyzing meaning in traditional
and simple societies seemed often to be enough. For instance, late in his career
Durkheim used descriptions of Australian aboriginal clans’ ceremonial rites to
theorize that rituals and “dramatic performances” embed and reproduce the cul-
tural system in collective and individual actions (1995: 378). The Warramunga’s
ceremonial rites that honor a common ancestor, Durkheim argued, “serve no
purpose other than to male the clan’s mythical past present in people’s minds™
and thus to “revitalize the most essential elements of the collective conscious-
ness” (1995: 379). Similarly. almost a decade after the close of World War Two,
Shils and Younyg (1953) argued that Queen Elizabeth 1{'s coronation signified
nothing less than “an act of national communion,” and W, Lloyd Warner (1959)
argued that Memorial Day represented an annual ritual that reaffirmed collec-
tive sentiments and permitted organizations in conflict to “subordinate their

ordinary opposition and cooperite in collectively expressing the larger unity of -

the total community™ (279).

These arguments demonstrate a stunning symmetry with Durkheim’s descrip-
tions of the ritnal process’s effects on comparatively simple and homoge-
neocus aboriginal clans. These thinkers jumped, each in his own creative way,
directly from the late Durkheim to late modernity without making the nec-
essary concepiual adjustments along the way. The effect was to treat the
characteristics that distinguished modern from traditional societies as resid-
ual categories. 1t was in reaction to such insistence on social-cum-cultaral
integration that conflict theory made claims, long before postmodern construc-
tivism, that public cultural performances were not affective but merely cogni-
tive (Lukes 1975), that they sprang not from cultural texts but from artificial

It is narrated as a process of disenchantment, as a fall from Eden, as declen-
sion from a once golden age of wholeness and holiness (Sherwood 1994). The
assertion is that once representation is encased in some artificial substance,
whether it is substantively or only formally rational, it becomes mechanical
and unmeaningful.

The classical theoretical statement of this allegory remains Walter Benjamin’s
(1968 [1936]) “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” ven-
eration (1) for which has only grown among postmodern critics of the artificiality
of the present age. Benjamin held that the auratic quality of art, the aura that
surrounded it and gave it a sacred and holy social status. was inherently dimin-
ished by art’s reproducibitity. Sacred aura is a function of distance. It cannot be
maintained once mechanical reproduction allows contact to become intimate,
frequent, and, as a result, mundane. Baudriliard’s simulacrum marks merely one
more instaliment in the theoretical altegory of disenchantment. A more recent

' postmodern theorist, Peggy Phelan (1993: 146), has applied this allegory in

suggesting that, because the “only life” of performance is “in the present,” it
“cannot be savad, recorded, documented, or otherwise participate in the circula-
tion of representations of representations.” Once performance is mechanicaily
mediated, its meaningfulness is depleted. The argument here is pessimistic and
Heideggerian. Il ontology is defined in terms of Dasein, as “being there.” then
any artificial mediation will wipe it away. “To the degree that performance
attempts to enter the economy of reproduction,” Phelan predictably writes, “it
betrays and lessens the promise of its own ontology.”

We can escape from such Heideggerianism only by developing a more com-
plex sociological theory of performance. Tt was Burke (1957, 1965} who first

" proposed to transform the straightforward action theory of Weber and Parsons,
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the schema of means—ends—norms—conditions, which simultaneously mimicked
and critiqued economic man. This meant taking “act” in a theatrical rather than
@ nominalist and mundane manner, It meant transforming “conditions™ into
the notion of 4 “scene™ upon which an act could be displayed. With analytical
transformations such as these. cultural traditions could be viewed not merely
as regulating actions but as informing dramas, the performance of which could
display exemplary motives, inspire catharsis. and allow working through (Burke
1939),
The implications of this extraordinary innovation were limited by Burke's
purely literary ambitions and by the Fact that he. too, betrayed nostalgia for a
simpler sociely. Burke suggested {[965: 449, italics added), on the one hand,
that “u drama is a mode of symbolic action so designed that an audience might
be induced to *act symbolically” in sympathy with it.”" On the other hand. he
insisted that, “insofar as the drama serves this function it may be studied as a
‘perfect mechanism’ composed of parts.moving-in-mutual-adjustment to-ane
another fike clockwork.” The idea is that. if audience sympathy is gained, then
society really has functioned as a dramatic text, with true synchrony among its
various parts. In other words, this theory of dramaturgy functions, not onl yasan
analytical device, but also as an allegory for re-enchantment. The implication is
that, if the theory is properly deployed, it will demonstrate for contemporaries

how sacrality can be recaptured. that perhaps it has never disappeared, that the
center will hold.

Such nostalgia for re-enchantment affected the most significant line of dra-

maturgical thinking to follow out from Burke. More than any other thinker, -
it was Victor Tumer who demonstrated the most profoun
ernizing ritual theory, with notions of ritual process, social dramas, liminality,
and communitas, being the most famous results (Turner 1969: ¢f. Edles 1998).
When he turned to dramaturgy. Turner (1974a, 1982) was able to carry this

interest forward in a profoundly innovative manner, creating a theory of social

d interest in mod- . -

Introduction il

. ' : " e a1 minalitye ¢ c edees of
i unitas breaks in through the interstices of structure, in liminality: at the edges of
Con[ and from beneath structure . . . Tt is almost everywhere held to be sacred
gtructure . . . {

r“loly,” possibly because i transgresses or dissolves the norms 1hat govern structured
v holy, S : R = . e e NP,
. .d institutionalized refationships and is accompanied by experiences of unprecedented
ana ns

potency. (19691 128)

. Dl;rina liminal moments, Turner maintained, social c?is[inclions are lcvelfj
nd an egalizarialrl order. or “open socie[-y:- ( 197411-: .] ]2),‘13 momcfnurll‘y luuiht_){
amongst ritual participants. Liminal social conditions foster an ¢1t11‘1Lts—[;) }eu.[l
‘Gammunitas, in which ritual participants are brought C]USE.T .lo the f'f\imn 1:1
and primordial, and distanced from dependenciz on the cognitive. which Tl‘ll‘nlti'
Vissociated with the structured. normative soc‘lal order. In such‘ I’l‘l()f’l.'l:(:-nl'bl,. n;
ipnased evolutionary potential in mankind which lm_s _no[ yet beel? e:\iunf}f@

and fixed in structure” is released, and ritual participants 'tlre free l{') tn:er
fifo vital reiations with other men” (1974a; .127—8).'Tu1‘{1cr ] rewf:nci‘m??{lm‘r:t
" jmagery is unmistakable. It combines Marxist, L}lop.lzlin Atom?ulut;onsb o_l 5375];
févolutionary, radicaf equality on the one hand. with Nm:lzschlan (-‘_U(l] [. ’_ D
formulations of Dionysian social action on the 01;11e1'. Through l_nnm:al‘lg \l\L
‘may return to an idealized state of simple hum.zmlty._‘ i col.nn?uml_v of .tqlm,&(i
the dissolution of structure will initinle the erosion .ot' our socially const'ruc‘lc

selves, thus atlowing us to explore the potency of cur “unused evolutionary

[{Dggg;l-"fumer turned explicitly to theorizing about highly differentiated sqci—
eties, he moved from an analytical model based on 1'ilua‘11‘ to one based on .pfarm.r-
“mance. The concept of liminality weathered this transition, .Tumer modified it,
‘though, because he recognized that relationships between ritual profiucers and
dudignces in post-industriaf contexts are more complicated and contingent than
“those he witnessed in tribal settings. Post-industrial actors delmons.trale gr?c‘aFer
degrees of interpretive autonomy and more control over their solidary affilia-

Wagner-Pacifici 1986), Al the same time, however,
lution revealed a deep personal yearning for the more sacred life, which was
demonstrated most forcefully in his descriptions of how ritual participants expe-
rience liminal moments and communitas {1969).

Turner used these terms to describe social rel

ations and forms of symbolic
action that are unique to the ritual process. Derived from the term fimen, which is
Latin for “threshold,” Turner defines fiminality as representing *
transition in a status-sequence between two positions™ ([974a:
include liminal phases. Turner argued, in which traditional st

the midpointof
237} All rituals
atus distinctions
dissolve, normative social constraints abate, and a unique form of solidarity, or
communitas, takes hold-

dramas that deeply marked the social science of his day (Abrahams 1995: :

Turner’s intellectual evo-

tions than ihe tribal members he had lived amongst. Thus, Turner intf'oduc.ﬁvd
| ‘the concept “liminoid” to represent liminal-like momepls zmq c:omm%muas-h[\e‘
. *sentiments that post-industrial actors experience in (nlual-lll{e’) social dramas
in more individualized ways, and enter into more freely, s "morc- 1 m'aller
of choice, not obligation™ (1982: 55). Despite these insightful mlodlhcu-llons,
“the spirit of liminality, and the nostalgic seﬂtliments that shaped lt.:CO{]ij:lUlﬁ.d
- 1o permeate Turner’s work. Indeed. both continue to exert a powerful sway in
contemporary performance studies, as will be shown below. '
If Turner moved from ritual to theatre, his colleague, drama theorist and
. avant-garde theatre producer Richard Schechner (1977, 1985,‘ 1988), n?ovcd
* from 1T1eailre to ritual and back again. Turner’s theoretical co—louncle‘r c?t con-
g 'lemporury performance studies, Schechner provided the first systematic insight
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o the “mutual positive feedback relationship of social dramas and aesthetic
performances™ (2002: 68). His theorizing also provided a path for understand-
ing failed cultural productions. Yet what he himself hankered after was a way
to recreate the wholeness of what Peter Brook (1969) called “Holy Theatre.”
Schechner, even more than Turter, was animated as much by existential as ana-
Iytical ambition, and his vision of performance studies was deeply shaped by
the nostalgia for re-enchantment embedded in Turner’s theorizing. Liminality,
in Turner’s theorizing, represented the pathway to re-enchantment. Liminality,
for Schechner, is the cornerstone of performance studies:

Performance Studies is “inter” — in between, It is intergenric, interdisciplinary, intercul-
tural - and therefore inherently unstable. Performance studies resists orrejects definition,
As a discipline, PS [sic] carnot be mapped effectively because it transgresses bound-
aries, il goes where it is not expected o be. 1 is inherently “in between™ and therefore
cannot be pinned down or located exacitly. (Schechner 1998: 360)

erly deployed, will catalyze liminality in the broader social arena, destabilize
the normative structure, inspire criticism. and reacquaint mundane social actors
with the primordial, vital, and existential dimensions of life. Put another way,
for Schechner, performance studies is a vehicle for re-enchantiment.

Clifford Geertz made a similar move from anthropology to theatricality,
employing notions of staging and looking at symbolic action as dramatic rep-
resentation. Yet it is striking how Geertz confined himself to studying per-
formances inside firmly established and articulated ritual conlainers, from the
Balinese cockfight (1973b), where “nothing happened™ but an nesthetic affirma-
tion of status structures, 1o the “theatre state” of nineteenth-century Bali (1980),
where highly rigid authority structures were continuously reaffirmed in a priori,
choreographed ways, In Geertz's dramaturgy, background collective represen-
tations and myths steal each scene. In the Balinese case, cultural scripts of
masculinity, bloodlust, and status distinctions seem to literally exercise them-
selves through the social actions that constiiute the cocktight event, leaving
precious little room for the contingencies that accompany social actors’ vary-
ing degrees of competency and complicity. The structural rigidity in Geertz's
dramaturgy is doubly striking when juxtaposed to Turner’s and Schechner’s
emphasis on liminality and the social and cultural dynamism that liminal social
AcCtors may initiate.

What characterizes this entire line of thinking, which has been so central to
the development of contemporary culturai-sociological thought, is the failure to
take advantage of the theoretical possibilities of understanding symbolic action
as performance. Fully intertwining semantics and pragmatics can allow for the

For Schechner, performance studies is a'ser of perforinative acts that, if prop-~
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epenness and centingency that is blocked by theoretical nostalgia for simpler
and more coherent societies.

In an influential volume that capped the “Turner era,” and segued to per-
formance theory. John MacAloon (1984: 1) offered a descripli().n gf Ltl.ll[l.ll'al
performance that exemplified both the achievemenis and the [mm'utm.ns to
which we are pointing here. Turner’s and Geertz's influence cannot be m;ssed:
MacAloon defined performance as an “occasion in which as a culture or sch1ety
we reflect upon and define ourselves, dramatize our collective myths and hlsto_ry_.
present ourselves with alternatives, and eventually change in some ways while
remaining the same in others.” Through social performances we tell a story
about ourselves to ourselves (Geertz [973b). and, because performances pre-
cipitate degrees of liminality. they are capable of transfor-:mng social relzm(?ns.
The communitarian emphasis on helism, on cultural, social, and psychological
integration, is palpable.

T;king off from Burke in a different direction. Golfman initiated a second,

“gecidedly less nostalgic line of dramaturgical theory. Half persuaded by game

theory and rational cheice, Goffman adopted a more detached, purely analytical
approach to the actor’s theatrical preoccupations. He insisted on cc?mpietc-z sepa-
ration of cultural performance from cultural text, of actor from script. Re_]ec.ng
out of hand the possibility that any genuine sympathy was on offer, either from
actor or from audience, Goffman described performance as a “front™ behind
which actors gathered their egotistical resources and upon which they displayed
the “standardized expressive equipment” necessary lo gain results. Idealization
was a performative, but not a motivational fact. In modern societies, according
to Goffman, the aim was lo convincingly portray one’s own ideal values as
isomorphic with those of another, despite the fact that such complementarity
was rarely, if ever, the case. '

This cool conceptual creativity contributed signally to understanding social
performance, but the instrumeral tone of Goffman’s thinking severed, not or.ﬂ y
analytically but in principle, that is ontologically, the possibility of strong tu“.fs

‘befween psychological motivation. social performance, and cultural Iext, This
opening towards a pure pragmatics of performance was taken up by Dell Hyn_les
in linguistics, and by Richard Bauman in folklore and anthropology. Following
afso in Austin’s emphasis on the performative, Bauman (1986) stressed the need
for “highlighting the way in which communication is carried out, above and
beyond its referential content.”

Earlier in anthropology, this line was elaborated in Milton Singer’s (1959}
explorations of the “cultural performances™ in South Asian societies, whic[:
he described as the “most concrete observable units of the cultural structure,
and which he broke down into such standard features as performers. audience,
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time spasn, beginnings. endings, place. and occasion. This form of Goffmanian,
analytical deconstruction has combined with nostalgic theories of liminality to
feed forcefully into one of the two broad trends in contemporary performance
studies. Explicitly praxis-oriented. this strain of performance theory empha-
sizes exclusively the pragmatic dimensions of resistance and subversion, while
focusing in an exaggeraled manner on questions of commaodification, power,
and the politics of representation (MacKenzie 2001; Conquergood 2002; Dia-
mond 1996: Auslander 1997, 1999), Raising the ghost of Marx’s Thesis X1 and
giving it a Foucauldian twist. this strand argues that an episiemology centered
on thickly describing the world represents ethnocentrie, “epistemic vislence”
(Conquergood 2002: [46; ¢f. Ricoeur 1971; Geertz 1973a). The point of practic-
ing performance studies, they argue, is to clange the world. Liminality, which
represents ideal sites for coutestation, and pragmatism, which romanticizes
actor autonomy and individual seff-determination, are its natural theoretical
bedfellows.

This praxis approuch is atiracted to sites of contestalion where performances

of resistance and subversion are understood to flourish in the ceremonial and
interactional practices of the marginalized, the enslaved, and the subaltern
(Conquergood 1993, 2002). Rejecting the “culture as text™ model. this approach
argues that subaltern groups “create a culture of resistance,” a “subjugated
knowledge” that must be conceptualized not as a discourse but as “a repertoire
of performance practices” (Conquergood 2002:150). As a reperioire of prac-
tices, culture is theorized as embodied and experiential, and thus wholly unrec-
ognizable to members of the dominant culture.” Citationality in these works is
limited to representing strategies that “reclaim, short-circuit, and resignify” the
hegemonic code’s “signed imperatives™ (151). While members of the dominant
culture are incapable of recognizing subaltern cultures, savvy agents of resis-
tance are described as capable of creatively citing hegemonic codes in order to
play upen and subvert them.

This theoretical constraining of citationality to intra-group representational
processes has the effect of attributing to subaltern groups radical cultural auton-
omy. This would seem to lead inefuctably to the conclusion that such groups’
identities are constituted wholly from within, and share no symbolic codes with
the dominant culture. Yet for subaltern performances of resistance 1o occur, in
which the dominant culture is creatively played upon and subverted, subversive
perfarmers must to some degree have internalized the hegemonic code. And
to play upon it creatively and felicitously they must be able to ¢ire the code
in a deeply intuitive, understanding way. One must be abie to communicate
through the code as much as merely with or against it. Homi Bhabha expressed
this succinetly. “mimicry is at once resemblance and menace™ (1994: 86). This
approach interprets Foucault as a theorist of subjugated knowledges, Turner as

[
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a theorist of subversion,” and Butler us & philosopher of a Goffmanian world,
It generalizes from empirical examples of resistance to a full-blown pragmatic
and cognitivist view of the world.

Whether it is Marxist or Heideggerian, conservative or postmodern, Tume-
rian or Goffmanian, the blinders of these lines of dramaturgical thinking,
while enormously instructive, have also had the effect of leading dramaturgical
theory and cultural sociology astray. We will be able 1o develop a satisfying
theory of cultural practice only if we can separate ourselves [rom both nostalgia
and anti-nostalgia, Not only disenchantment but re-enchantment characterizes
post-traditional societies (Sherwood 1994; Bauman 1993). If social action can
continue to be understood by social actors and social interpreters as a meaning-
ful text -~ and empirical evidence suggests overwheimingly that this continues
to be the case — then cultural practice must continue to be capable of capturing
sacrality and of displaying it in successful symbelic performance. Disenchant-

_ment must be understood, in other words. not as the deniul of some romanticized

ontology. much less as proof that, in the post-metaphysical world of modernity,
social actors live only in a deontological way {Habermas 1993). What disen-
chantment indicates, rather, is uncoavincing cultural practice. failed symbolic
performance.

Analternative forim of dramatusgical theorizing is, however, also beginning to
emerge, In contrast to the anti-nostalgic, pruxis-oriented strand, a second line of
inquiry in performance studies has resisted the allure of pragmatic promises of
uber-agency while refaining an interest in liminality and the politics of identity.
Aligned with Geertzian dramaturgy and Derridean citationality, this approach
emphasizes the culturally structured scripts that social actors orient towards,
and that they must act through, if only to subvert the script’s normative power
(Roach 1996; Taylor 1995). Such arguments show that even performances ol
resistance depend on and redeploy dominant, hegemonic codes.

Citationality is foregrounded when these empirical investigations hermeneu-
tically reconstruct how past performances. performers, and imagined cultural
identities manifest themselves in. or “ghost.” perfornmances in the present
(Taylor 1995; Roach 1996, 2000; Carlson 2001). Alterity tukes place within,
not simply against, historically produced culturai contexts (Taylor 1993; Roach
1996). Performers in the present innovalte, create., and struggle for social change
through small but significant revisions of familiar scripts which are themselves
carved from deeply rooted cultural fexts — as actors in a production of Mac-
beth (Carlson 2001: 9). mourning musicians and pallbearers in a New Orleans
jazz funeral {Roach 2000). or protesting mothers of Argentina’s “disappeared”
children (Taylor 1993). In these studies, the imagined past weighs heavily on
the present, but actors are shown to be capable of lacing the coded past with
significant, at times profoundly dramatic revisions.®




16 Secial Performance

In a persuasive analysis of Argentina’s “Dirty War,” for instance. Diane Tay-
lor concludes that rather than simply a repertoire of practices. culture must
be understood as a relatively autonomous system of “pretexts™ (1995; 300,
original italics) from which scripts for practice emerze. Once embodied in
actors. she argues, scripts become objects of cognition that are open to circum-
scribed, coded revisions. To pretest the military junta’s *disappearing” of the
nation’s young men, and the sexual viclence it visited upon women, Argentine
“mothers of the disappeared”™ — “Los Madres™ — staged dramatic performances
of resistance in the Plaza de Mayo, the political, financial, and symbolic cen-
ter of Buenos Aires (Taylor [995: 286}, In their performances, the women of
L.os Madres enacted a script of Motherhood. Taylor views such seli-casting as
“highly problematic,” suggesting it obscured differences among women and
“limited the [Resistance’s] arena of confrontation™ (1993: 300). Why did the

Madres male the "conscious political choice” to assume the Motherhood role, .

she asks? Why did they perform according to a script that relegated them to

“the subordinate position of mediators between [athers and sons,” when they

could have “performed as women, wives, sisters, or human rights activises™ Her
answer rejects the epistemology of pragmatic choice, liminality as existential
freedom, and cognitive performativity:

[ have lo conclude that the military and the Madres reenacted a collective fantasy [in
which their] positions were, in a sense, already there as pretext ar script. Their partici-
pation in the national tragedy depended tittle on their individual position as subjects. On
the contrary: their very subjectivity was a product of their pesitioa in the drama. (Taylor
1995: 301, original italics)

The perfermative turn in sociology today

Since the [ate 1980s, the “strong program in cultural sociology™ (Alexander
1996; Alexander and Smith 1993, 1998; Edles 1998; Jacobs 1996, 2000:
Kane 1991, 1997; Magnuson 1997; Rambeo and Chan 1990; Sherwood 1994;
Smith 1991, 1996, 1998) has been demonstrating culture’s determinative power
and its relative autonomy {rom the social structure. These studies have cor-
rected tendencies Lo treat culture as epiphenomenal or as a “toel kit” melaphor
(Swidler 1986}, as materialist and pragmatic writings suggest. At the turn of
the century. cultural sociology takes a performative turn. Born of colloquia at
the University of Kenstanz in 2002/4, and at Yale University in 2003. the theory
ol cultural pragmatics (Alexander, ch. 1) interweaves meaning and action in a
non-reductive way, allowing for culture structures while recognizing that it is
only through the actions of concrete social actors that meaning’s influence is
realized. The essays comprising this volume represent the efforts of cultural
sociologists to further develop culiural pragmasics by examining the theatrical
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dimensions of social life. They examine the instantiation of culiure. even while
they resist subsuming meaning to practical pragmatics, on the one hand, or to
iateractional context, on the other.

In the first chapter, Alexander describes the historical and theoretical shifts
that have precipifated the move to performance. The challenges facing turn-of-
the-century social order, Alexander argues, stem from the problems of defusion

. “und re-fusion. Ritual has performed the work of solidifying collective identity

and embedding the cultural system in individual actions. As social forms of

" greanization have grown more complex and cultural systems more differenti-

ated, however, Interaction- and collective-rituals have grown mare contingent.

" The range of potential understandings that govern how social actors relate {o rit-

ual processes has dramatically expanded. Ritual producers and leaders no longer
gre, in a totalizing and ontological sense. the unproblematic, authoritative dis-
seminators of meaning and order that they were inr the past. The social actors

- who play ritual leaders have become defused from their roles, and audiences

have become defused from ritual productions. Participation in. and acceptance
of. ritual messages are more a matter of choice than obligation. The process
by which culture gets embedded in action, in fact. more closely resembles the
dynamics of theatrical production, criticism, and appreciation than it resembles
old fashioned rituals. After establishing the raticnale for this epistemological
turn, Alexander outlines a theory of cultural pragmatics, and analyzes how the
elements in his conceptual model — collective representations, actors. means of
symbolic production, mifse-cn-scéne, power, and audiences — interact to perform

* contemporary social realities.

The chapters that fellow converse with this historical, theoretical, and con-
ceptual formulation. and each raises and addresses guestions of performativity

" in postmodern social life in a different way. The essay that concludes this vol-
" ume, Bernhard Giesen’s “Performing the sucred: A Durkheimian perspective

on the performative turn in the social scieaces.” provides a major theoretical

. statemnent fo be placed alongside Alexander’s. We have placed these theoreticul
‘treatments at the beginning and end of the book in order not to obscure their

subtle differences, and to allow their consequential nuances to drift to the fore,
Functioning as theoretical bookends to this move to performance, Alexander’s
formulation of, and theoretical response to. the “problem of fusion™ opens the
volume, and Giesen’s identification of the modes through which the sacred
is performed in postmodem life closes it, The chapters between these book-
ends draw variously from both. We are confident that the conceptual affinities
between them. and their differences, will be apparent in subtle ways.
Alexander’s and Giesen’s theories share fundamental presuppositions: mean-
ing is central to social life: meaning systems demanstrate relative avtonomy
from the more material social realm; the mechanism that most powerfully
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structures meaning is the binary opposition thatdistinguishes the sacred from the
profane. Yet Alexander and Giesen approach the performativity of order from
different directions. Starting from the “problem of fusion,” Alexander brings
the sacred’s constructedness to the fore, and his theory of cultural pragmatics
encourages us to investigate how the sacred gets contested and reconstituted
through symbolically combative. social dramatic processes (see Alexander,
ch. 2, this velume). Giesen accepts that social conditions have become defused;
he emphasizes, however, that, despite the sacred’s arbitrary nature in theory. it
continues to exist in some particular form in each socio-historical moment,
articulated via a particular set of values. We know this. Giesen argues, because
we feel the sacred when we come into contact with it. Giesen offers an index
of the modes that cultural performances take in contemporary social life. and
provides a phenomenology of how the sacred is experienced in each.

The chaplers between these bookends demonstrate, extend. and even contest
elements of Alexander’s and Giesen’s theories. In his essay, “From the depths

of despair; performance, counterperformance, and ‘September | 1.7 Alexan-

der demonsirates how the cultural pragmatic model allows new insight into
the socio-historical dynamics that have given rise to contemporary manifesta-
tions of the centuries-long conflict pitting the “Arab-Islamic world” against the
“West.” Understanding terrorism requires that we contextualize its gruesomely
violent means and narrow, tactical instrumemtality within the cuitural frame-
works that make such actions seem sensible, even holy, to its practitioners,
on the one hand, and alien and barbaric to its victims, on the other. Doing so
enables us to examine terrorist acts as meaning-laden symbolic perlormances
enacted with particular goals and audiences in mind. The interpf%tations of
such performances remain contingent and subject to “misreading,” despite their
directors’ efforts, the tightness of seripts, and the quality of execution. The idea
that even the most serious-minded action can create an unintended counlerper-
formance highlights this interpretive contingency and its immensely realistic
consequences.,

In “The cultural pragmatics of event-ness: the Clinton / Lewinsky affair,”
Fason Mast shows how the cultural pragmatic framework helps explain how a
beleaguered American president, adrift in waves of scandal, garnered histori-
cally enviable job approval ratings and widespread popular support. even while
being investigated by the Office of Independent Council and impeached by
the House of Representatives. President Clinton’s impeachment in December
1998, Mast explains. was the melodramatic conclusion to a lengthy. emotionally
charued, vet highly contingent sociat dramatic struggle. Clinton’s first six years
of tenure had been marked by a series of quasi-scandalous yet minor political
occurrences that failed to rise to the level of crisis or generalization (Alexander
2003b [1988]). Mast shows how popular culture structures shaped and infused
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the strategies through which motivated parties dramatized these occurrences
into “Monicagate,” a political event writ large,

[n his chapter, “Social dramas, shipwrecks. and cocklights: confiict and com-
plicity in social performance.” Isaae Reed argues that three classic anthropo-
logical works. which have been read as puradigmatic statements delimitine how
culture should be analytically situated vis-a-vis action. can more f"ruill"uglv be
read, in fight of the cultural pragmatic turn, as representing ideal types (J[’S(;cial
performance. Reed offers a detailed rereading of Turner’s (1974b) social drama
of Thomus Becket, Sahling’s Captain Cook shipwreck (1981), and Geertz's
(1973b) Bulinese cockfight essays. He then shows how, in each of these events,
the cultural pragmatic elements that Alexander identifies (ch. 1) interacted iﬁ
context-specific ways, structuring the principais” dramatic strategies and the
kinds of social action audiences were expecting to witness. Reed explains how
gach particular constellation of cultural pragmatic elements established conflict
or complicity, thus demonstrating how the cultural pragmatic approach enlarges

“oilr ability to theorize the many ways culture infuses social action and society.

We have framed cultural pragmatics as representing, in part, a theoreticul
response to the challenges that cultural and social differentiation pose to ritual
theory. Tanya Goodman’s chapter, “Performing a *new” nation: the role of the
TRCin South Africa,” shows that emotionally charged, broadly inclusive rituals
remain potent forms of social performance even at the tumn of the twenty-first
century. When the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) was created by
South Africa’s embattled political parties. it was charged with producing tw;)
seemingly contradictory performatives. It needed (o symbolically prod;lce a
deep chasm that could separate the nalion’s racist pust from an idealized demo-
cratic future. Yet the TRC also need to unify. or bridge, the deeply divided social
relations institutionalized under Apartheid. Goodmun examines the dramaturgy
that allowed the TRC to accomplish both tasks — the way it cast each hearint_:'s
performance, selected staging and props, and oriented to multiple audiences 21:1(1
their potential reactions. The TRC's felicitous use of dramatic elements, Good-
man argues, transformed what could have been highly contentious, if not openly
violent, proceedings into substantively charged, cathartic rituals of reconcilia-
tion, which unfolded against the background of the universalist principles that
had been embedded in the Commission’s founding legislation.

In his chapter, “Performing opposition or, how social movements move,”
Ren Eyerman shows how performance theory and culturat pragmarics itlumi-
nate a series of issues that contemporary social movements literature overlooks,
such as how and what social movements actually represent. The lens of perfor-
mance, Eyerman argues, brings into focus the challenges social movements face
in coupling their strategic goals with compelling expressive means, It also pro-
vides analytical tools for examining the interplay between movements” general
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ethics and their specific choreographic practices. Striking a falicitous symmetry
between goals, practices, and broad dramatic themes, Eyerman concludes, can
move people emotionally, cognitively, morally, and physically: it can facilitate
cathexis between movement participants and their causes, and stir empathy and
identification in movement audiences.

In “Politics as theatre: an alternative view of the rationalities ol power,”
David Apter sets out to answer two questions: how does the theatricality of pol-
itics shape consciousness, and how do politically dramatized meanings shape
interpretive action? Apter’s answers to these questions place him firmly in the
theoretical terrain that Alexander and Giesen travel in their contributions to this
valume. Apler’s theory, however. represents a more explicitly critical approach
to dissecting political theatricality; it is a dramaturgy of suspicion designed to
reveal the dramatic techniques employed by those who would take, keep. and
exercise power. Apter identifies the dramatic sirategies that political “actor-
agents” use to integrate and unify individuals into coherent audiences, und the

devices they employ to magnily audicnce loyalties by simultanecusly construct-
ing outsiders as morally undeserving of inclusion. Actor-agents contrive heroie
pasts, articulate glorious futures, and manipulate genres of inirigue to clarify,
concentrate, and intensify public opinion. Apter’s argument is bolstered by rich
illustrations drawn from fieldwork conducted at different global sites. and from
his deep familiarity with literary, theatrical, and political theory.

Valentin Rauer’s essay, “Symbols in action: Willy Brandt’s kneefall at the
Warsaw Memorial,” is the clearest representation of how Alexander’s theory of
cultural pragmatics and Giesen'’s theory of performing the sacred can inform
and enhance one another. In the winter of 1970, West German Chancellor Willy
Brandt triggered a decisive shift in German collective identity by falling to
his knees before Polund’s Warsaw Memorial, a dramatic gesture witnessed by
European political leaders and internationa journalists. Drawing on Giesen’s
work, Rauer explains how Brandt, embedded in & particularly sacred time and

space, actually performed and momentarily embodied the sacred in this single

epiphanic gesture. Alexander’s complex model of cultural pragmalics, Rauer

goes on to show, helps us understand how this single gesture could lead to-
profound symbotic shifts in German understandings of the nation’s past, present,

and future.

Contemporary explorations into the theatrical dimensions of social life typi-,

cally reference Austin’s (1975 [1962]) critique of modern language philesophy

and Goffman’s (1956) drama-hased conceptual architecture. In “The promise

of performance and the problem of order,” by contrast, Kay Junge returns t

Hobhes, Hume. Rousseau, and Spencer. Junge queries their work [rom the per--
spective of performativity, how they were sensitive to the fragility of social:
order, the ambiguity of actors™ promises, and the tensions between the sociab
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interests of groups and their moral identities. In the fatter part of his essay,
Junge offers a radically different understanding of contract theory. He shows
how Hobbes turned to the theatre for metaphors to explain how humanity has
escaped chaos and managed to keep the state of nature st bay. Whereas I-Eyer-
man {ch. 6, this volume) explores the aesthetics of opposition and dissension,
Junge shows that order and consent are matters of performativity as well. Junge
concludes by arguing that retooling the contractarian tradition with a cultur::l
pragmatic sensibility can lead to tresh understandings of how political authority
is gained and legitimated.

[n *Performance art,” Giesen systematically reconstructs our understanding
of this new artistic fashion. He constructs subgenres of performance art, ident
tifying their productive strategies and representation elements. and comparing
these dimensions to earlier movements in art history. According to Giesen, coni
temporary performance art can be conceived as an intentionally orchestrated,
aesthetically stylized action that resists classification, crosses -or blurs l‘radi;
tional boundaries, destroys conventions, and exists only momentarily before
vanishing, Quintessentially postmodem. performance art is in part about aes-
thetic atienation. It aims to estrange and subvert the structures of meaning
that bind a community and constitute its identity. In the process, .howeveg
performance art renders deeply felt cultural orientations visible and hints at
their theoretical arbitrariness. thus suggesting that things could be otherwise.
Through his analysis, Giesen identifies an aesthetic movement whose tentative
and elusive identity is rooted in its practitioners’ very rejection of the strategies

. of identification and classification. In a dialectic of identification and transcen-

dence, performance artists compel the aesthetic sphere (and the politicad and

7 moral) if not forward, then at feast into ceaseless motion, By continually shifting
 their means of artistic production, and the boundaries between art, artist, and
. audiences, performance artists alter both the art world’s and their audieﬁces’
- orierttations to deeply held meaning structures. By continually reflecting on,

and creatively conversing with. the arl world’s grand narratives, the actions of

- performance artists paraliel, in an expressive medium, the move that the con-

tributors o this velume are making in the intetlectual medium. Our message is

Fhut traditional. organic understandings of social performances, whether ritualy
or strategies, must give way to a denaturalized, analytically differentiated. and
_.r__r'mch more self-conscious understanding that allows us to see every dimension
- of .performance as a possibly independent part.

- Cultural pragmatics is a social scientific response to the conditions of a post-
metaphysical world, in which institutional and cultural differentiation makes
successful symbolic performance difficult to achieve. To develop a theory of cul-
tural practice, we must take these historical limitations seriously, The chapiers
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that follow acknowledge that cultural tife has radically shifted, both internally
and in its relation to action and sociaf structure. They also demonstrate that,
despite these changes, culture can still be powerfully meaningful: it can possess
and display coherence, and it can exert immense social effect. To understand
how culture can be meaningful, but may not be, we must accept history but
reject radical historicism. Life is different but not completely so. Rather than
sweeping allegorical theory, we need allegorical deconstruction and analytic
precision. We need to break the “whole™ of symbolic action down into its com-
ponent parts. Once we do so. we will see that cultural performance covers the
same ground that it always has, but in a radically different way.

Notes

L. See, forinstance, Sewell’s (1992) theory of structure and agency. We do not in any way
disagree with the metatheoretical formulation that text, situation, and agency all play a

musl be much more specific and nuanced, and show how these elements sctually
interact. We also suggest that the generality of Sewell’s formutation disguises the
tension between the different formulations of structure and agency he brings together.
Any ramework that “combines™ Giddens with Bourdieu, and the two with Sablins
and Geertz. without providing a new model, has great difficulties, Emirbayer’s (1997,
Emirbayer and Mische 1998) metatheoretical discussions are more coherent, and
much more closely approximate the direction we take cubtural pragmatics here; but
Emirbayer performs & much more thoroughgoing critique of culturalism than he does
ol pragmatics. His failure to develop such a correspondingly forceful eriticism of prag-
matism — from the perspective of culsure structure and citutional meaning-making —
muakes his model valnerable (o the reinsertion of the structure-agency dualism.

. Saussure’s Conrse in General Linguistics ts a reconstruction of lectures he delivered
at the University of Geneva between 1906 and 1911, First published in book form in
1913, the tectures appeared in an English translation in 1939,

3. The attribution of inauthenticity to a performance in public discourse often demaon-

strales & particular logic: that which is accused of being inauthentic and fake is rep~
resented as either threatening a just social order, on the one hand, or as (seductively)

9

trapping people in an unjust one, on the other.

4, “Textocentric” academics (Congquergood 2002: 131), who praciice a Geerizian
approach to studying social life. are included in the group of ignorant members
of the dominunt culture.

. “lJudith] Butler turns to Turner — with a twist . . . [She] twists Turner’s theory of
ritual inio a theory of normative performance,” MeKenzie criticizes (in Phelan 1993:
222-3).

wh

6. Where in her earlier and most influential contributions to performance theory, Judith
Butler (1990} presented resistance to gender stereetyping in an exaggeratedly agent-
centered manner, she his tried to escape from such an exclusively agent-centered
understanding of “resistance™ in her later essays (e.g. Butler 1993), emphasizing the
kind of citattonal gqualities of performance we are pointing to here,

. We believe, however, that argumenis about this interplay

-'.»
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Cultural pragmatics: social
performance between ritual and
strategy

Jeffrev C. Alexander

From its very beginnings, the social study of culture has been polarized between
structuralist theories that treat meaning as a text and investigate the paiterning

that provides relative autonomy and pragmatist theosies that treat meaning as

emerging from the contingencies of individual and collective action - so-called
practices —and that analyze cultural patterns as reflections of power and material
interest. In this chapter, I present a theory of cultural pragmatics thal ranscends
this division, bringing meaniag structures, contingency, power, and materiality
together in a new way, My argument is that the materiality of practices should
be replaced hy the more multidimensional concept of performances. Drawing
on the new field of performance studies, cultural pragmatics demonstrates how
social performances, whether individual or collective, can be analogized sys-
temically to theatrical ones. After defining the elements of social performance,
1suggest that these elements have become “de-fused™ as societies have becoma
more complex. Performances are successful only insofar as they can “re-fuse”
these increasingly disentangled elements. In a fused performance, audiences
identify with acters, and cultural scripts achieve verisimilitude through effec-
tive mise-en-scéne. Performances fail when this relinking process is incomplete:
the elements of performance remain apart, and social action seems inauthentic
and artificial, failing to persuade. Re-fusion, by contrast, allows aclors to com-
municate the meanings of their actions successfully and thus to pursue their
interests effectively,

Rituals are episodes of repeated and simplified cultvral communication in
which the direct partners to a social interaction, and those abserving it. share a
mutual belief in the descriptive and preseriptive validity of the communication's
symbolic centents and accept the authenticity of one another’s intentions. It
i1s because of this shared understanding of intention and content, and in the
infrinsic validity of the interaction, that rituals have their effect and affect.
Ritual effectiveness energizes the participants and attaches them to each other,
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increases their identification with the symbolic objects of communication, and
intensifies the connection of the participants and the symbolic objects with the
observing audience, the relevant “community”™ at large.

If there is one cultural quality that marks the earliest forms of Thuman social
organization. it is the.centrality.ot rituals. From births to conjuga relationships,
from peaceful foreign relations o the preparation for war, from the healing of
the sick to the celebration of collective well-being, from transitions through
the age structure to the assumption of new occupational and political roles, the
affirmation of leadership and the celebration of anniversaries — in earlier forms
of society such social processes tended to be muarked by ritualized symbolic
communication. If there is one cultural quality that differentiates more con-
temporazy. large-scale. and complex social organizations from earlier forms, it
is that the centrality of such rilual processes has been displaced. Contempo-

rary societies revolve dround open-ended conflicts bétween parties who do not

necessarily share befiefs. frequently do not accept the vididity of one another’s ..

imtention. and often clis;xgrée even about the descriptions that people offer for
acts.

Social observers. whether they are more scientific or more philosophical, have
found innumerable ways to conceptualize this historical transformation, starting
with such thoroughly discredited evolutionary contrasts as primitive/advanced
or barbarian/civilized, and moving on to more legitimate but stilf overly binary
distinctions such as traditional/modern, oraVliterate, or simple/complex. One
does not have to be an evolutionist or to accept the simplifying dichotomies
of metahistory to see that a broad change has occurred, Max Weber pitted his
contingent historical approach against every shred of evolutionary thinking, yet
this decentering of ritual was precisely what he meant by the movement from
charisma to routinization and from traditional to value and goal-rational society.
Rather than being organized primarily through rituals that affirm metaphysi-
cal and consensual beliefs, contemporary societies have opened themselves to
processes of negotiations and reflexivity about means and ends. with the result

that confiict, disappointment, and feelings of bad faith ase at least as common
as integration, affirmation. and the energizing of the collective Spirit.

Still, most of us who five in these more reflexive and fragmented societies
are also aware that, for better and for worse, such processes of rationaliza-
tion in fact have not completely won the day (Alexander 2003a). There is
a continuing symbolic intensity based on repeated and simplified cognitive

and moral frames (Goffman 1967, 1974) that continues to mark all sorts of
individual and private relationships., More public and collective processes —
from social movements {Eyerman and Jamison 1991) to wars (Smith 1993),
revolutions (Apter and Saich 1994; Hunt 1984; Sewell 1980). and political
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transitions (Giesen, this volume; Edles 1998). and even to the construction
of scientific communities (Hagstrom 1963) - continue to depend on the sim-
plifying structures of symbolic communications and on cultural interactions
that rely on, and to some degree can generate, intuitive and unreflective trust
(Sztompka 1999: Barber 1983). It might even be said that, in a differentiated,
stratified, and reflexive society, a strategy’s success depends on belief in the

] s.symbolic communication
and on accepting the authenticity and even the siacerity of another’s strate-
gic inténlfipq:s. Virtually every kind of modern collectivity, moreover, seems
to depend al one time or another cn integrative processes that create some
sense of shared identity (Giesen 1998; Spillman 1997; Ringmar 1996), even
if these are forged. as they all too often are. in opposition to simplistic con-
structions of those who are putatively on the other side (Jacobs 2000: Ku 1999;
Chan 1999,

. Atboth the micro and the macro levels. bath among individuals and between
and within collectivities, our societies siill seem to be permeated by symbolic,
ritual-like activities. It is precisely this notion of “ritual-like,” however, that
indicates the puzzle we face. We are aware that very central processes in conl-
plex societies are symbolic, and that sometimes they are also integrative, at the
group, inter-group, and even societal level. But we also clearly sense that these
processes are not rituals in the traditional sense (cf. Lukes 1977). Even when
they affirm validity and authenticity and produce integration, their efferves-
cence is short-lived. If they have achieved simplicity, it is unlikely they will be
repeaied. II they are repeated, it is unlikely that the symbolic communication
can ever be so simplified in the same way again.

This is the puzzle to which the present chapter is addressed. Is it possible to
develop a theory that can explain how the integration of particular groups and
sametimes even whole collectivities can be achieved through symbolic commu-
nications. while continuing to account for cultural complexity and contradiction,
for institutional differentiation, contending sociat power, and segmentation?
Can a theory give full credence to the continuing role of belief while acknowl-
edging that unbelief and criticism are also the central hallmarks of our time?

Tn order to solve this puzzle, I will develop a systematic, macro-sociological
model of social action as cultural performance, In so doing. 1 will enter not only

"into the historical origins of theatrical performance and dramaturgical theory

(e.g. Turner 2002; Schechner 2002; Auslander 1997: Carlson 1996; Geertz
1980: Goffman 1974: Burke 1965: Austin 1957) but also into the history and
theories of social performance.’ This means looking at how. and why, symbolic
action moved from ritual o theatre (Turner 1982} and why il so often moves
back to “ritual-like” processes again (Schechner [976).
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’Ihe gist 0[ my argument can be \ldlLd srmply Thc more simple the col-

more LO[‘I"]]'JIB\. commted ‘md dlifercntmled the colleclmtv, the more these
elements of social performance become. de-fused, To be effective in a soci-
ety of i increasing complexity. social per formances must engage in a project of
re-fusion. To the degree they achieve re-fusion, social performances become
e LO“IWIH(.III" and effective — more ritual-like. To the degree that social perfor-
mances remain de-fused, they seem artificial and contrived. less like rituals
than like performances in the pejorative sense. They are less effective as a
- result. Failed performances are those in which the actor, whether individual or
u)lluu\fé has bccn unable to sew back together the elements of performance
to make them seem connected seamlessly. This performative failure makes it
much mere difficult for the actor to realize his or her intentions in a practical
way.

This arzument points immediately to the question of just what the elements
of social performance are. 1 will elucidate these in the section immediately fol-
Jowing. Then, with this analytical model of social performance safely in hand,
I will turn back to the historical questions of what allowed earlier societies
to more frequently make their performances into rituals and how later social
developments created the ambiguous and slippery contexts for performative
action in which we find ourselves today. Once this historical argument is estab-
lished, I will come back to the model of performative success and failure and
will elaborate its interdependent elements in more detail.

The elements of cultural performance

Cultural performance is the social process by which actors, individually or in
concert, display for others the meaning of their social situation. This mean-

to have others believe. In order for their display to be effective, actors must
offer a plausible performance, one that leads those to whom their actions and’

rather “they make available to others a sign.” Successful performance depends

ambiguities that the notion of uesthetic truth implies. Once we understand cul

Compose il

“~ifg may or may not be one to which they themselves subjectively adhere; it,
is the meaning that they. as social actors, consciously or unconsciously wish:

gestures are directed to accept their motives and explanations as a reasonable -
account (Scott and Lyman 1968; Garfinkel 1967). As Gerth and Mills (1964: 55).
onee put it, *Qur gestures do not necessarily ‘express” our prior feelings.” but:

_on the ability to convince others that one’s performance is true. with all the:

tural performance in this way, we can easily make out the basic elements that
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Systems of collective represenrarion: background symbols and
foreground scripts

Marx ([1832] 1962: 247) observed that “just when they seem engaged in rev-
olutionizing themselves and things, in creating something that has never yet
existed,” social actors “anxiously conjure up the spirits of the past to their ser-
vice and borrow from them names, battle cries, and costumes in order to present
the new scene of world history in this time-honored disguise and this borrowed
Janguage.” Marx is describing here the systems of collective representations
that background every performative act.

Actors present themselves as being motivated by and towards existen-
tial, emotional, and moral concerns, the meanings of which are defined by
patterns of signifiers whose referents are the social, physical, natural. and
cosmological worlds within which actors and audiences live. One part of
this symbolic reference provides the deep background of collective repre-

sentations for social performance; another part composes the foreground,

the scripts that are the tmmediste referent for action. These latter can be
understood as constituting the performance’s immediate referentiul text. As
constructed by the performative imagination, background and foreground sym-
bals are structured by codes that provide analogies and antipathies and by
parratives that provide chronologies. In symbolizing actors’ and audiences’
worlds, these narratives and codes simultaneously condense and elaborate,
and they employ a wide range of rthetorical devices, from metaphor to synec-
doche, to configure social and emotional life in compelling and coherent

ways. Systems of collective representations range from “time immemorial”

myths o invented traditions created right on the spot, from oral traditions
to scripts prepared by such specialisis as playwrights, journalists. and speech

T writers.

Like any other text, these collective representations, whether background or
foreground, can be evaluated for their dramatic effectiveness. I will say more

about this later, but what is impartant at this point is to see that no matter
- how intrinsically effective. collective representations do not speak themselves.

Boulton (1960: 3) once described theatre as “Hterature that walks and talks
before our eyes.” It is this need for walking and talking — and seeing and
listening to the walking and talking — that makes the practical pragmatics of
performance different from the cultural logic of texts. It is at this conjuncture
that cultural pragmatics is born.

Actors

- These patterned representations are put into practice, or are encoded (Hall

9803, by flesh-and-bloed people. As Reiss (1971: [38) suggested in his study
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ofthe relation between theatrical technique and meaning in seventeenth-century
French theatre, “the actoris.as-real as the spectatory he isin#:

midst.” Whether or not they are consciously aware of the distinction between
collective representations and their walking and talking, the actor’s aim is to
make this distinction disappear. As Reiss (1971: 142) put it, the actor’s desire is
“to cause the spectator to confuse his emotions with those of the stage character.”
While performers must be oriented to background and foreground representa-
tions, their mativations vis-i-vis these patterns are contingent. In psychological
terms, the relation between actor and text depends on cathexis. The relation
between uctor and audience, in turn, depends on the ability

to project these
emotions and textual patterns as moral ev

aluations. If those who perform cul-

tural scripts de not possess the requisite skills (Bauman [989), then they may

fail miserably in the effort to project their meunings etfectively.

Observerstandience

Culteral texts are performed so that meanings can be displayed to others.
“Others™ constitute the audience of observers for cultural performance. They
decode what actors have encoded (Hall 1980}, but they do so in variable ways. If
cultural texts are to be communicated convincingly, there needs to be a process
of cultural extension that expands from seript and actor to audience. Cultural
extension must he accompanied by a process of psychological identification,
such that the members of the audience project themselves into the characiers
they see onstage.
There is empirical variation in the extent to which cultural extension and
psychological identification actually occur. Audiences may he focused or

acl present’in their ™

s
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e g as
distracted, attentive or uninterested (Verdery [991: 6; Berezin 1997: 28, 35,

250). Even if actors cathect to cultural texts, and even ;é they themselves possess
high levels of cultural proficiency, their projections still may r'mt be pcrsu'u_swu
tnulhe audience/observers. Observation can be mercly.cogmuve. An u.udl.e_nce
can see and can understand without experiencing emotional or {noral mgml.u:u-
tion. As we will see in the following section, there are often social expianations
of this variability. Audiences may represent social statuses .orthogoﬁml lo the
status of performers. Audience attendance may not be required, or it may l:e
merely compelled. Critics can infervene between performance imq zsucllfer.]%t:.
There might not be an audience in the contemporary sense L}L a]l but only pa I:IL-
ipants observing themselves and their fellow Per101'111el'5: Fhis lﬂllEF‘C.L‘]{’]dl‘UDH
Facilitates cultural identification and psychological extension, l_hough itisicon-
dition much less frequently encountered in the complex societies of the present
day.

Means of symbolic production

In order to perform a cultural text before an audience, .acmrs need access to
the mundane material things that allow symbolic projections to be mud?. They
need objects that can serve as iconic representations to hel? them dramatize anﬁ
make Vivid the invisible motives and morals they are trying to -1'epreseni. T%m.
material ranges from clothing to every other sort of “sumdnrdue.d expressive
equipment” (Goffman 1956: 34-51). Actors. al‘so require a ph‘ysucul ]f]m.e to
perform and the means to assure the (ransmission of their performance to an
audience,
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Mise-en-scéne

With texts and means in hand, and audience(s} before them, social actors engage
in dramatic social action. entering into and projecting the ensemble of physical
and verbal gestures thal constitutes performance. This ensemble of gestures
involves more than the symbolic devices that structure a non-performed sym-
bolic text. If a text is to walk and talk, it must be sequenced temporally and
choreographed spatially (e.g. Berezin 1997: 156). The exigencies of time and
space creaie specific aesthetic demands: at some historical juncture, new social
roles like director and producer emerge that specialize in this task of putting
text “into the scene.”

Social power

The distribution of power in society ~ the natare of its political, economic,

and status hierarchies; and the relations {miog its glites = profotindly Affects
the performance process. Power establishes an external boundary for cultural
pragmaltics that parallels the internal boundary established by a performance’s
background representations. Not all texts are equally legitimate in the eyes of
the powers that be, whether possessors of material or interpretive power. Not
all performances, and not all parts of a particular performance, are allowed
to proceed. Will social power (Mann 1986) seek to eliminate certain parts of a
cudtural text? Who will be allowed to actin a performance, and with what means?
Wheo will be allowed to attend? What kinds of responses will be permitted
from audience/observer? Are there powers that have the authority to interpret
performances independently of those that have the authority to produce them?
Are these interpretive powers also independent of the actors and the audience
itself, or are social power, symbolic knowledge, and interpretive authorily much
more closely linked?

Every social performance, whether individual or collective, is affected funda-
mentally by each of the elements presented here. In the language of hermeneu-
tics. this sketch of interdependent elements provides a framework for the inter-
pretive reconstruction of the nteanings of performative action. In the langnage
of explanation, it provides a model of causality. One can say that every social
performance is determined partly by each of the elements T have laid out — that
each is a necessary but not sufficient cause of every performative act. White
empirically interrelated, each element has some autonomy, not only analyti-
cally but empirically vis-a-vis the others., Taken together, they determine, and
measure, whether and how a performance occurs, and the degree to which it
succeeds or fails in its effect. Two pathways lead out from the discussion thus
far. The analytic model can be developed further, etaborating the nature of each
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factor and its interrelations with the others. [ will take up this task in a later
b . .
section. Before doing so0, I will engage in a historical discussion. I wish to

. explore how the analytical model I have just faid out, despite the fact it is so far

only pl‘esented very simply, already provides significant insight into the central
puzzle of ritual and rationalization with which I introduced this chapter and that

" defines its central question.

The conditions for performativity: historical transformations

The model of performance [ am developing here provides a new way of looking
at cultural and organizational change over broad spans of historical time. We
can see differently how and why rituals were once so centrat to band and tribal
societies and why the nature of symbolic action changed so remarkably with the
rise of states, empires, and churches. We cun understand why both the theatre

theatre emerged once again during the early modern period at the same time as
open-ended social dramas became central to determining the nature of social
and political authority. We can understand why Romanticism, secularization,
and industrial society made the authenticity of symbolic action such a central
question for modern times.

Old-fashioned ritnals: symbolic performances in early societies

*Colonial and modernist thinkers were deeply impressed by the ritualistic pro-

cesses that explorers and anthropologists observed when they encountered soci-

 eties that had not experienced “civilizasion” or “modernity.” Some associated

the frequency of rituals with the putative purity of early societies (Huizinga
[1938] 1950} and others with some sort of distinctively primitive, non-rational
mentality (Lévy-Bruhl 1923). Huizinga ([1938] 1950: 14). forexample. stressed
that ritvals create not a “sham reality™ but “a mystical one.” in which “some-
thing invisible and inactual takes beautiful. actual, holy form.” Less romantic
observers still emphasized the autematic, predictable, engulfing, and sponta-
neous qualities of ritual life. Weber exemplified this understanding in a socio-
logical manner; it also marked the modern anthropotogical approach to ritual
that became paradigmatic. Turner (1977: 183) defined rituals as “stereotyped”
and as “sequestered”; Goody (1986: 21) called them “homeostatic™ and Leach
(1972: 334), insisting also on “repetition.” expresses lis wonderment at how, in
the rituals he observed, “everything in fact happened just as predicied™ (1972;
199).

Against these arguments for the essential and fundamental difference of sym-
bolic interactions in earlier societies, critical and postmodern anthropologists
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have argued for their more “conjunctural” (Clifford 1988: 11) guality. Those
mysterious rituals that aroused such intense admiration and curiosity among
earlier observers. it is argued. should be seen not as expressions of some dis-
linctive essence but simply as a different kind of practice {Conquergoad 1992);
The model I 2am developing here allows us to frame this important insight in a
more nuanced, less polemical, and more empirically oriented way. Rituals i in
early societies. ! wish to suggest. were not so much practices as performances Z
and in this they indeed are made of the same stuff as social actions in more
complex societies. In an introduction to his edition of Turner’s posthumous
essuys, Schechner (1987: 7) suggested that “all performance has at its core a
ritual action.” It is better, I think, to reverse this statement. and to say that all
rituad has at its core a performative act,

This is not to deny the differences between rituals and performances of other
kinds. What it docs suggest, however. is that they exist on the same continuum
and that the difference between them is a matter of variation. not fundamental

:“mcmcommemarv” (Geertz 1973) on social life, for there does not yetexist deep
ension between imundane and transcendental spheres (Goody 1986; Habermas
{982-3: Eisenstadt 1982; Bellah 1970}. The early anthropologists Spencer and
“Gillen (1927) were right at least in this, for they suggested that the E_ngwum rit-
. ual cyele of the Australian Arunta recapitulated the actual lifestyle of the Arunta
: mﬂle_‘g, A century later. when Schechner (1976: 197) observed the Tsembaga
* darice of the Kaiko, he confirmed that “all the basic moves and sounds — even
: .the charge into the centrai space — are adaptations and direct lifts from battle.”

' ‘The tight intertwining of cultural text and social structure that marks social
: pertorm;mae.s i early societies provides a contextual frame for Durkheim’s
theoretical argument about religion as simply society writ large. While claim-
ing to propose a paradigm for studying every religion at all times. Durkheim
m;ght better be understood as describing the context for social peril'o{'mances
in early societies. Durkheim insists that culture is identical with religion, that
“any “proper” religious belief is shared by every member of the group. and that

" these shared beliefs are always translated into the practices he calls rituals, or
“rites. “Not oaly are they individually accepted by all membery of that group,
“hut they afso belong to the group and wnify it. . . A society whose members are
united because they imagine the sacred world and its relation with the profane
“world in the same way, and because they transfate this common representation
.into identical practices, is called a Churcly” (Durkheim [[912] 1995: 41, italics
added).”
- In such ritualized performances, the beliel dimension is experienced as per-
onal, immediate, and iconographic. Through the painting, masking, and recon-
figuring ol the physical body, the actory in these performances seek not only
metaphorically but literally to become the text, their goal being to project the
fusion of human and totem, “man and God.” sacred and mundane. The sym-
bolic roles that define parlicipation in such ritualized performances emerge
directly. and without mediation, from the other social roles actors play. In the
‘Engwura ritual (Spencer und Gillen 1927), the Arunta males performed the
“parts they actually held in everyday Arunta life. When social actors perform
“such roles, they do not have a sense of sepuaration from them; they have little
self-consciousness about themselves as actors. For participants and observars,
rituals are not considered to be a performance in the contemporary sense at all
“but rather to be a natural and necessary dimension of ongoing social life. As
* for the means of symbolic production, while not always immediately available,
they generally are near at hand — a ditch dug with the sharp bones of animals, a
line drawn from the red coloring of wild Howers, a headdress made {rom bird
feathers, an amulet fashioned from a parrot’s beak (Turner 1969: 23-37).

In this type of social organization, participation in ritual performance is not
contingent, either for the actors or the observers. Participation is determined by

type. Ritual performances reflect the social structures and cultures of their
historically situated societies. They are distinetive in that they are fused. Fusion
is much more likely to be achieved in the conditions of less complex societies,
but it occurs in complex societies as well, :
To see why performances in simpler societics more frequently became rituals,:
we must examine how early social structure and culture defined the elements:
of performance and related them to one another in a distinctive way. The expla-.
nation can be found in their much smaller size and scale; in the more mythical
and metaphysical nature of their beliefs: and in the more integrated and over
lapping nature of their institutions. culture, and social structures. Membership
in the earliest human societies (Service 1962, 1979) was organized around the
axes of kinship, age, and gender. Forming collectivities of sixly to eighty mem-
bers, people supported themselves by hunting and gathering and participated:
in a small set of social roles with which every person was thoroughly famils
iar. By all accounts, the subjectivity that corresponded with this kind of socia
organization resembled what Stanner (1972}, when speaking of the Australian.
Aboriginals, called “dream time.” Such consciousness merged mundane and’
practical dimensions with the sacred and metaphysical to the extent that reli gion’
did not exist as a separate form. In such societies, as Service (1962: 109) once
remarked, “there is no religious orgunization™ that is “separated from family
and band.” :
The structural and cultural organization of such early forms of societies sug
gests differences in the kinds of social performance they can produce. The
collective representations to which these social performances refer are not’
lexts composed by specialists for segmented subgroups in complex and con:
tentious social orders. Nor do these collective representations form a critical
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the established and accepted hierarchies of gender and age. not by individual
choices that respond to the sanctions and rewards of social powers or segmented
social groups. Every relevant party in the band or tribe must attend to ritual
performances. Many ceremonies involve the entire community, for they “regard
their collective well-being to be dependent upon a common body of ritual
performances” (Rappaport 1968, in Schechner 1976: 211), Turner (1982: 31,
original italics) attested that “the whole community goes through the carire
ritual round.” Durkheim ([1912] 1995} also emphasized obligation., connecting
it with the internal coherence of the audience, In the ritual phase of Aboriginat
saciety, he wrote, “the population comes together, concentrating itself at specific
places . .. The concentration takes place when a clan or a portion of the tribe is
summoned to come together™ ([1912] 1995: 217).

Nor are attendees only observers. Af various points in the ritwal, those merely
watching the ritual performance are called upon Lo participate — sometimes as
principals and at other times as members of an attentive chorus providing remoen-
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Collective
Social

strations of approval through such demonstrative acts as shouting, crying, and
applause. At key phases in male initiation ceremonies, for example, women
attend closely and, at particular moments, play significant ritval roles (Schech-
ner 2002). They express indifference and rejection carly in the performance
and display physical signs of welcome and admiration in order to mark its end.
Even when they do not participate. ritual andiences are hardly strangers. They
are linked to performers by direct or indirect fumily ties.

In terms of the elementary model I have laid out already, it seems clear that
such ritualized social actions fuse the various components of performance -~ -
actors, audiences, representations. means of symbolic production, social power,
and niise-en-scéne.

Tt is the actor/audience part of this fusion to which Service (1962: 109)
referred when he wrote that “the congregation is the camp itseff.” Lévi-
Strauss (1963: 179) meant to emphasize the same fusing when he spoke of the -
“fabulation™ of ritual as a “threefold experience.” It consists “first of the !
shaman himself, who, if his calling is a true one . . . undergoes specific states
of a psychosomatic nature: second, that of the sick person, who may or may
not experience an improvement of his condition: and, finally. that of the public,
who also participates in the cure, experiencing an enthusiasm and an intellectual
and emotional satisfaction which produce collective support.” In the studies of
shamanistic rituals offered by postmedern performance theorists, we can read
their ethnographic accounts as suggesting fusion in much the same way. “They.:
derive their power from listening to the others and absorbing daily realities.:
While they cure. they take into them their patients’ possessions and obsessions.
and let the latter’s ilinesses become theirs . . . The very ¢lose relationship these

{tbackground}

Reprasentations Powsars
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Figure 1.3 The fused elements of performance inside simple social organi-
zation
healers maintain with their patients remains the determining factor of the cure™
{Trinh 1989, in Conquergood 1992: 44},

With sacred texts tied to mundane society, actors’ rofes tied to social roles,
perfortmance directly expressing symbolic text and social life, obligatory par-
ticipation. and homogeneous and attentive audiences it is hardly surprising that
the effects of ritual performances tend to be immediate and only infrequently
depart from the expectations of actors and scripts (cf. Schechner 1976: 205,
1981: 92—4). As Lévi-Strauss attested (1963 168, italics added). “There is . . .
no reason to doubt the efficacy of certain magical practices” precisely because
“the efficacy of magic implies a belief in magic.” Rites not only mark transitions
hut also create them, such that the participants become something or somebody
else as a result. Ritual performance not only symbolizes a social relationship
or change: it also actualizes it. There is a direct effect, without mediation.

Anthropologists who have studied rituals in earlier forms of society reported
that the tricks of ritual specialists rarely were scrutinized. Lévi-Strauss (1963;
179} emphasized the role of “group consensus™ when he began his famous
retelling of Boas’s ethnography of Quesalid. The Kwakiut] Indian was so unusu-
ally curious as to insist (at first) that the sorcerer’s rituals indeed were tricks. Yet
after persuading ritual specialists to teach him the tricks of their trade, Quesalid

- himself went on to become a great shaman. “Quesalid did not become a areat
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shaman because he cured his patients.” Lévi-Strauss assures us: rather. “he
cured his patients because he had hecone a great shaman™ (1963: 184, iralics
added}. Shamans effect cures, individual and social, because participants and
observers of their performances believe they have the force to which they lay
claim. Shamans. in other words, are instittionalized masters of ritual perfor-
mance. The success of this performance depends, in the first place. on their
dramatic skills, but these skills are intertwined with the other dimensions that
allow performances o be fused in simple social organizations,

Social complexity and posi-ritual performances

Fused performances creating ritual-like effects remain important in more com-
plex societies. There are two senses in which this is true. First. and less impor-
tantly for the argument L am developing here. in primary groups such as families,
gangs. and intergenerationally stable ethnic communities, role performances

often seem Lo reproduce the macrocosim i the microcosm (Slater 1966). Even
inside of complex societies, audiences in such primary groups are relatively
hemogeneous, actors are familiar, situations are repeated, and texts and (radi-
tions, while once invented, eventually take on a time immemaorial quality, The
second sense in which ritual-like effects remain centrul. more importantly for
my argument here, is that fusion remains the goal of performances even in
complex societies. It is the context for performative success that has changed.

As I noted earlier, historians, anthropologists, and sociologists have ana-
lyzed the sporadic and uneven processes that created larger-scale societies in
innumerably different ways. There is sharply contrasting theorizing about the
causes and pathways of the movement away from simpler social organization in
which ritual played a central role to more complex social forms, which feature
more strategic, reflexive, and managed forms of symbolic communication. But
there is wide consensus that such a transformation did occur, that the processes
of “complexification,” “rationalization.” or “differentintion™ (Thrift 1999:
Luhmann 1995; Champagne 1992: Alexander and Colomy 1990; Habermas

1982-3; Eisenstadt 1963) produce different kinds of symbolic communications
today. Even Goody (1986; 22) spoke confidently af the transition *from world-
view to ideology.”

This emphasis on ideology is tefling, and it leads directly to the argument
about changes in the conditions for performativily that I am making here. Earlier
sociological and anthropological Investigations into the social causes of the tan-
sition from simple forms of social organization emphasized the determinin grole
of economic change. Technelogical shifts created more productivity, which led
to surplus and the class system. and finally to the first distinctive palitical institu-
tions, whose task was to organize the newly stratified society and to administer
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material and organizational needs. By the end of the 1.95(}& however, anth_rt.J-
pologists already had begun to speak less of technc)log]cul chu.ngcs Ll?am S]il fts
in econonic orientations and regimes, When Fried (197 [-:_](.]33_) explained “the
move from egalitarian to rank society.” he described a shift ‘iimm 115‘1 EC.(.).mmy
dominated by reciprocity to one having redistribution as a major dE\"ICC. {nthe
same kind of anti-determinist vein, when Service (1962: 171) c;p]ufllefi move-.
ﬁwnt beyond the monelithic structures of early societies to 1]Tc “twin (ol'm-s of
authority™ that sustained distinctive economic und political f?lllCS. he dcscnb.ed
it us “made possible by greater productivity™ (1962: 143, irlics adde.cl).. 51111.1{113
(1972) built on such arguments to suggesi that it was not the economic II'Ile]‘llty
to create surplus that prevented growth but the ideclogical desire to nu%mu_u_npu
tess productivity-driven. more leisurely style of life. Nolan and Fensl{s gl‘)‘)n}
made the peint of this conceptual-cumn-empirical development impossible 1o
overlook: “Technological advance created the peossibility of a surplus, bul. to
transform that possibility into a reality required an ideology that motivared

‘farmers to produce more than they needed to sty alive and productive, and

persuaded them to turn that surplus over to somecng else"" (1995:' 157, ilfl]‘iCS
added}. As this last comment makes clear, this whole histc}rmgruphllc lrunsu.mn
in the .anlln‘()[mlogy of early transitions points to the critical 1-'013 of 1d'eo]og1cal
projects. The creation of surplus depended on new motivations, which could
corﬁe about only through the creation of symbolic performances to persuade
others, not through their matertal coercion.

The most strilking social innovation that crystallized such a cultural sl}iﬂ to
ideology was the emergence of written texts. According to Goody (1986: 12),
the emergence of text-based culture allowed and demanded “the decontextual-
ization o; generalization™ of collective representations. which in oral societies
were interlivineci more tightly with local social structures and meanings. With
writing. the “communicative context has changed dramatically both as regards
the eu:iller and as regards the receivers™ { 1986: [3): “In their very nature written
statements of the law, of norms, of rules. have had to be abstracted from partic-
ular situations in order to be addressed to a universal audience out there, rather
than delivered face-to-face to a specific group of people at a particular time
and place™ (1986: 13). Only symbolic projection beyond the local would zlll(T\iv
groups to use ecenomic surplus o create more segmented, unequal,.and dif-
ferentiated societies. Without the capacity for such ideological projection, how
else would these kinds of more fragmented social orders ever be coordinated,
much less integrated in an asymmetrical way?

These structLral and ideological processes suggest a decisive shift in actors
relation to the means of symbolic production. In rext-based societies, literacy
is essential if the symbolic processes that legitimate social structure are to
be carried out successfully. Because literacy is difficult and expensive, priests
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“have privileged access to the sacred texts,” This allows “the effective control
of the means of literate communication,” concentrating interpretive authority in
elite hands (Goody 1986: 16-17). Alongside this new emergence of menopoly
power, indeed because of it, there emerges the necessity for exercising tight
control over performance in order to project this ideological control over distan-
tiated and subordinate groups. Evans-Pritchard (1940: 172, italics added) once
wrole that, in order to “allow him to play the part Ie plays in feuds and quar-
rels,” the Nuer chiel needs only “ritual qualifications.” Because the Nuer “have
no law or government,” or any significant sociai stratification. obeying their
chief follows from the perception that “they are sacred persons™ (1940: 173).
In his study of the origins of political empires, Eisenstadt (1963: 65) demon-
strated, by contrast, that: with the “relative autonomy of the religious sphere and
its *disembeddedness’ from the total community and from the other institulional
spheres,” everything about political legitimation has changed. The sacredness
of the economic, political, and ideological elites now has to be achieved. not

assigned: As Eisenstadt purit, these elites now “mied i miginirain domindgnce™

{1963: 65. ilalics added); it was not given automatically to them. “In all soci-
eties studied here, the rulers artempred to portray themselves and the political
systems they established as the bearers of special cultural symbois and mis-
sions. They tried o depict themselves as transmitting distinct civilizations . . .
The rulers of these societies invariably rried to be perceived as the propagators
and upholders of [their] traditions [and they] desire[d] to minimize any group’s
pretensions to having the right fe judge and evaluate the rulers or to sanction
their legitimation” (Eisenstadt 1963: 141, italics added).

The most ambitious recent investigation into pharaonic Egypt finds the same
processes at work. “A state imposed by force and coercing its subjects to pay
taxes and perform civil and military service,” Assmann (2002: 74) wrote, “could
hardly have maintained itself if it had not rested on a core semiology that was
as persuasive as the state itself was demanding.” Reconstructing “the semantics
that underlie the establishment of the state™ (2002: 73), Assmann finds that
in the Old Kingdom Egyptians “clung to the graphic realism of hieroglyphic
writing” with an “astounding tenacity.” This “aspiration to permanence” meant
that state rituals involved “maximum care . . . to prevent deviation and improvi-
sation.” Only the lector priest’s “knowledge of the script and his ability to recite
accurately” could “ensure that precisely the same text was repeated at precisely
the same time in the context of the same ritual event, thus bringing meaning,
duration, and action into precise alignment™ {2002: 70-1). By the time of the
Middle Kingdom, Assmana reported (2002: 118-19), *“the kings of the Twellth
Diynasty were in a fundamentally different position.” Social and cultural com-
plexity had proceeded to such an extent that the pharaonic rulers “had 1o assert
themselves against a largely literate and economically and mililarily powerful
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aristocracy . . . and win over the lower strata.” These objectives “could not be

achieved by force alone,™ Assmann wrote, “but only by the power of eloquence
and explanation.”

The assertion of political power was nolonger a matter of upodiciic self-glorification, but
was accomplished . . . by the power of the word. “Be an artist in specch,” recommends
one text, “then you will be victorious, For behoeld: the sword-arm of a king is his tongue.
Stronger is the word than all fighting.” The kings of the Twelfth Dynasty undersiood the
close links between politics and the instantiation of meaning. (2002: 11819}

In terms of the model I am developing here. these empirical accounts suggest
de-fuston among the elements of performance: (1) the separation of written fore-
ground texts from background collective representations; (2) the estrangement
of the means of symbolic production from the mass of social actors; and (3)
the separation of the elites who carried out central symhbolic actions from their
mass audiences. The appearance of scamlessness that made symbolic action
seemn ritualistic gives way to the appearance of greater artilice and planning.
Performative action becomes more achieved and less automatic,

The emergence of theatrical from rifnal performance

To this point in our historical discussion. my references to performance have
been generated analytically, which is to say they have been wurranted by the
theoretical considerations presented in the first section, While it seems clear thae
the emergence of more segmented, complex, and stratified societies created the
conditions — and even the necessity — for transforming rituals into performances,
the latter, more contingent processes of symbolic communication were not
understood by their creators or their audiences as contrived or theatrical in
the contemporary sense. There was social and cultural differentiation, and the
compulsion to project und not merely to assume the effects of symbolic action,
but the elements of performance were still not defused enough to create self-
consciousness about the artiticiality of that process.

Thus, when Frankfort (1948: 135-6) insisted on the “absence of drama™ in
ancient Egypl, he emphasized both the continuing fusion of sacred texts and
actors and the relative inflexibility, or resistance to change, of ancient societies
(cf. Kemp 1989 1-16), “Tt is true,” Frankfort conceded. “that within the Egyp-
tian ritual the gods were sometimes represented by actors,” For example, an
embalming priest might be “wearing a jackal mask™ to impersonate the god
Anubis. In fact. one of the best-preserved Egyptian texts, the Mystery Play of
the Succession, “was performed when a new king came to the throne.” Nonethe-
tess, Frankfort insists. such performances “do not represent a new art form.” He
calls them “simply the ‘books” of rituals.” They may be “dramatic.” but “they
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Figure 1.4 The de-fused elements of performance inside complex social
organization

certainly are not drama.” In drama. the meaning and consequences of action
unfold. and in this sense ure caused by, the theatrical challen geof mise-en-scéne:
“In drama, language is integrated with action and a change is shown 1o be a
consequence of that action.” In Egyptian rites, by contrast, as in Durkheim's
Aboriginal ones, the “purpose is to transiare actuality in the unchanging form
of myth . . . The gods appear and speak once more the words they spoke ‘the
first time™™ (Frankfort 1948: 135-6, italics added). Tt is the actuality of myth
that marks ritual,

Only in the Greek city-states did drama in the contemporary sense emerge.
The social organizational and cultural hackground for these developments was
crucial. of course. even as the emergence of dramatic performance fed back inlo
soctal and culeural organization in turn. As compared (o the fused and ascri ptive
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hierarchies that ruled urban societies in the Asian empires, in Greece there
emerged urban structures of a new. more republican kind. They were erganized
and ruled by elites. 1o be sure. but these elites were internally democratic.
As Schachermeyr ([1953] 1971: 201} emphasized in his widely cited essay,
the historically unprecedented “autonomy of the citizen body™ in the Greek
cities was accompanied by the equally distinctive “emancipation of intellectual
life from Greek mythology.” These new forms of organizational and culture
differentiation fostered. according Lo Schachermeyr, a “revolutionary spirit’” that
engaged in “a constant fight against the monarchical. dictatorial, or oligarchic
forms of government.”

This marked opening up ol social and cultural space focused attention on
the projective, performative dimension of social action, subjecting the ritual-
ized performances of more tradisional life to Increased scrutiny and strain (e.g.
Plate 1980, In Greek society, we can observe the transitien from rituad to per-

_formance literally and not just metaphorically. We actually see the de-fusion

of the elements of performance in concrete terms. They became more than
analytically identifiable: their empirical sepuration became institutionalized
in specialized forms of social structure and available to commean-sense reflec-
tion in cultural life.

Greek theatre emerged from within religious rituals organized around Diony-
sus, the god of wine (Hartnoll [968: 7-31). In the ritual’s traditional form. a
dithyramb, or unison hymn. was performed around the altar of Dionysus by a
chorus of fifty men drawn from the entire ethnos. In terms of the present discus-
sion, this meant continuing fusion: actors, collective representations, audiences.
and society were united in a putatively homogeneous, still mythical way. In
expressing his nostalgia for those earlier, pre-Socratic days, Nietzsche ([1872]
1956: 515, 78~9) put it this way: “In the dithyramb we sec a community of
unconscious actors all of whom see one another as enchanted . . . Audience and
chorus were never fundamentally set over against each other . . . An audience
of spectators, such as we know it, was unknown . . . Each spectator could guite
literally imagine himself, in the fullness of seeing, as a chorist [sic].”

As Greek society entered its period of intense and unprecedented social and
cultural differentintion (Gouldner 1963), the content of the dithyramb gradu-
ally widened to include tales of the demi-gods and fully secular heroes whom
contemporary Greels considered their ancestors. The background representa-
tienal system. in other words. began to symbolize — to code and o narrate —
human and not only sacred life. This interjection of the mundane into the sacred
introduced symbuotic dynamics directly into everyday life and vice versa. Dur-
ing communai festivals dedicated to performing these new cultural texts, the
good and bad deeds of secular heroes were recounted along with their feuds,
marriages, and adulteries, the wars they started, the ethnic and religious ties
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the most serious and morally weighted civie issues of the day. From Aeschy-
" us to Sophocles to Euripedes, Greek tragic drama (Jaeger [945: 232-381)
- nddressed civic virtue and corruption. exploring whether there existed a natural
moral order more powerful than the fatally flawed order of human social life.
" These questions were critical for sustaining the rule of law and an independent
and democratic civil life.
 Nietzsche ([1872] 1936: 78-9) complained that. with the birth of tragedy,
“the poet who writes dramatized narrative can no more become one with his
- images” and that he “transhigures the most horrible deeds before our eyes by the
clm;m of iltusion.” In fact, however, the de-fusion of performative elements that
instigated the emergence of theatre did not necessarily eliminate performative
- power; it just made this power more difficult to achieve. This increased difticulty
~ might well have provided the social stimulus for Aristotle’s aesthetic philos-
ophy. In terms of the theoretical framework I am developing here, Aristotle’s
‘poetics can be understood in a new way. [taimed to crystallize. in abstract theo-
- retical terms, the empirical differentiation among the elemients of performance
- that pushed ritual to theatre. What ritual performers once had known in their
v guts — without having to be told, much less having to read — Aristotle (1987)
now felt compelled to write down. His Poerics makes the natural artificial. It
~ provides a kind of philosophical cookhoak, instructions for meaning-making
" and effective performance for a society that had moved from fusion to con-
scious artifice. Aristotle explained that performances consisted of plots and
that effective plotting demanded narratives with a beginning. middle, and end.
In his theory of catharsis, he explained, not teleologically but empirically, how
dramas could affect an audience: iragedies would have to evoke sensations of
“terror and pity” if emotional effect were to be achieved,
* . This sketch of how theatre emerged [rom ritnal is not teleological or evo-
‘lutionary. What [ have proposed. rather, is a universally shared form of social
- development, one that responds to growing complexity in secial and cultural
structure. Ritual moved towards theatre throughout the world's civilizations in
- response 1o similar social and cultural developments — the emergence of cities
and states, of refigious specialists, of intellectuals, and of needs for political
legitimation. “There were religious and ritual origins of the Jewish drama,
~the Chinese drama, all European Christian drama and probably the Indian
drama,” Boulton (1960: 194y informed us, and “in South America the conquer-
ing Spaniards brought Miracle Plays to Indians who already had a dramatic
~ tradition that had development out of their primitive cults.”
- Social complexity waxes and wanes, and with it the development of theatre
from ritual. Rome continued Greek theatricality, but with the decline of the
empire and the rise of European feudalism the ritual forms of religious perfor-
- mance dominated once again. What happened in ancient Greece was reiterated

they betrayed. and the sufferings they brought on their parents and successors.
Such social conflicts now provided sources of dramatic tension that religious.
performers could link to sucred conflicts and could perform on ritual occasions.

As the background representations became reconfigured in a more socially
oriented and dramaturgical way — as everyday life became subject to such’
symbolic reconstruction — the other efements of performance were affected
as well. The most extraordinary development was that the social role of actor
emerged. Thespius, for whom the very art of theatrical performance eventually
came to be named, stepped out of the dithyramb chorus to become its leader, ©
During ritual performance. he would assume the role of protagonist, either:
god or hero, and would carry on a dialogue with the chorus. Thespius formed -
a traveling troupe of professional actors. Collecting the means of symbolic .
production in a cart whose floor and lailboard could serve also as a stage,
Thespius traveled from his birthplace, Icaria, to one communal festival after
another, eventually landing in Athens where. in 492 B¢, e won the acting prize -
Just then established by the City Dionysus festival. .

During this same eritical period of social development, systems of collective _
representations began for the first time not only to be written down, or to become -
actual texts, but also to separate themselves concretely from religious life. In"
fifth-century Athens. theatre writing became a specialty; prestigious writing-:
contests were held, and prizes were awarded to such figures as Aeschylus and :
Sophocles. Such seculur imagists soon became more renowned than temple
priests. At first. playwrights chose and trained their own actors, but eventually
officials of the Athenian festival assigned actors to playwrights by lot. In our
terms, this can be seen as having the effect of emphasizing and highlighting
the autonomy of the dramatic script vis-3-vis the intentions or charisma of its
creators (cf. Gouldner 1965: 114), .

As such an innovation suggests. the independent insiitution of performance
criticism also had emerged, mediating and pluralizing social power in a new:
way. Rather than being absorbed by the performance. as on ritual accasions
interpretation now confronted actors and writers in the guise of judges. who
represented aesthetic criteria separated from religious and even moral consid
erations. At the same time, judges also represented the city that sponsered th
performance, and members of the polis attended performances as a detached
audience of potentially critical observers. Huizinga ([1938] 1930: 145) emphas
sized that. because the state did not organize theatrical competitions, “audience
criticism was extremely pointed.” He also suggested that the public audience’
shared “the tension of the contest like a crowd at a foothall match,” but it
seems clear that they were not there simply to be entertained. The masked per:
formers of Greek tragedies remained larger than life, and their texts tatked and
walked with compelling emotional and aesthetic force, linking performance o




50 Social Performance

later in medieval Europe, when secular drama developed from the Easter pas-
sion plays. In twelfth-century Autun, a center of Burgundian religious activity,
an astute observer named Honorius actually made an analogy between the
effects of the Easter Mass and the efforts of the ancient tragedians (Schech-
ner 1976: 210; Hardison 1965; 40). “It is known,” Honorius wrote. “that those
who recited trugedies in theatres presented the actions of opponents by gestures
before the people.” He went on to suggest that, “in the theatre of the Church
hefare the Christian people,” the struggle of Christ against his persecutors is
presented by a similar set of “gestures™ that “teaches to them the victory of his
redemption.” Honorius compared each movemeni of the Mass to an equiva-
lent movement in tragic drama and described what he believed were similar ~
tightly bound and fused, in our terms — audience effects. “When the sacrifice
has been completed, peace and communion are given by the celebrant to the
people,” he wrote, and “then, by the fre, missa est, they are ordered to return to
their homes [and] they shout Deo gratiay and return home rejoicing.” It is no
wonder that Boulton (1960} equated such early religious pageants with acting.
Suggesting that “the earliest acting was done by priests and their assistants,”
she notes that “one of the causes of the increasing secularization of the drama .
was that laymen had soon to be called in to [ill in parts in the expanding ‘cast”™
(1960: 193).

By the early seventeenth century in Europe. after the rise of city-states,
absolutist regimes, the scientific revolution, and internal religious reforms, the
institution of criticism was afready fully formed: “Nearly every play had a
prologue asking for the goodwill of the critics” (Boulton [960: 195). Long
before the rise of the novel and the newspaper, theatrical performances became
arenas for articulating powerful social criticisms. Playwrights wove texts from':
the fabric of contemporary social life. but they employed their imagination
to do so in a sharply accented, highly stimulating, and provocative manner..
The performance of these scripted representations were furnaces that forged:
metaphaors circulating back to society, marking a kind of figure-eight movement
{Turner 1982: 73~4; Schechner 1977} from society to theatre and back to societ
again. Secular criticism did not emerge only from rationalist philosophy or;
from the idealized arguments in urban calés (Habermas [1962] [989) but also’
from theatrical performances that projected moral valuation even while they_:
entertained. While providing sophisticated amusement, Motigre piltoried not
only the rising bourgeois but also the Catholic Church, bath of which returned;
his vituperation in kind. Shakespeare wrote such amusing plays that he was:
patronized as low-brow by the more intellectual playwrights and critics ©
his duay. Yet Shakespeuare satirized every sort of conventional authority an
dramatized the immorality of every sort of social power. Reviled by the Purita
divines. such Elizabethan drama was subject to strenuous efforts at censorship
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The Restoration comedies that followed were nio less caustic in their social
ambitions or stinging in their effects. In his study of seventeenth-century drama,
Reiss (1971: 122) observed that “the [oss of illusion follows when the m.".ﬁ'(,’;
en-scéne is designed with no attempt at vraisemblance,” and he concludes that
“the theater relied . . . on the unreality of the theatrical situation itself . . . to
maintain a distance™ (1971 1<4). Taking advantage of performative de-fusion.
these playwrights used stagecraft to emphasize artifictality rather than to nmké
it invisible, producing a critical and ironic space between the audience and the
mores of their day,

The emergence of social drama

The historical story T am telling here addresses the puzzle at the core of this
chapter; Why do ritually organized societies give way not w social orders
regulated simply by instrumentally rational action but instead to those in which

 ritual-like processes remain vital in some centeat way?

[t is vita] for this story to see that the emergence of theatre was more or less
simultaneous with the emergence of the public sphere as o compelling social
stage. For it was, in fact. roughly during the same period as lheatricardramu
emerged that social drama became a major form of social organizalion — and
for reasons that are much the same, )

When.so.ciety becomes more complex, culture more critical, and authority
less ascriptive, social spaces open up that arganizations must negotiate if they
are to succeed in getting their way. Rather than responding to uuth?nitative com-
mands and prescriptions, social processes become more comtingent, more sub-
ject to conflict and argumentation. Rationalist philosophers (H;beﬁ11us [1962]
1989) speak of the rise of the public sphere as a forum for deliberative and
considered debate. A more saciological formulation would point to the rise of a
public stage, a symbolic forum in which actors have increasing freedom to cre-

ate and to project performances of their reasons, dramas tailored to audiences

whose voices have become more legitimate references in political and social
conflicts. Responding to the sume historical changes that denaturalized ritual
performance. collective action in the wider society comes increasingly to take
ot an overtly performative cast, }

In earlier, more archaic forms of complex societies. such as the imperial
orders of Egypt or Yucatdn. social hierarchies simply could issue commands
and ritualized ideological performances would provide symbolic mystih‘cutionj

~ In more loosely knit forms of complex social organization, authority becomes

more open to challenge, the distribution of ideal and maierial resources more
subject to contention, and contests for social power more open-ended and

contingent. Often. these dramatic contests unfold without any seitled seript
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Through their success at prosecuting such dramas, individual and collective
actors gain legitimacy as authoritative interpreters of social texts.

It is a commonplace not only of philosophical but also of political history
(e.z. Bendix 1964) that during the early modern period the masses of pow-
erless persons gradually became transformed into citizens. With the model of
social performance mose firmly in hand, it seems more accurate to say that non-
elites also were transformed from passive receptacles to more active, interpret-
ing audiences.” With the constitution of audience publics, even such strategic
actors as organizations and class fractions were compelled to develop effective
forms of expressive communication. [n order to preserve their social power and
their ability to exercise social control, elites had to transform their interest con-
flicts into widely available performances that could project persuasive symbolic
forms. As peripheries gradually became incorporated into centers, pretenders
to social power strived to frame their conflicts as dramas. They portrayed them-

selves as protugonists insimplified narratives; projecting their positions, argu=-

ments, and actions as exemplifications of sacred religious and secular texts.
In turn, they “cast” their opponenls as narrative antagonists, as insincere and
artificial actors who were only role playing to advance their interests.

These are, of course, broad historical generalizations. My aim here is not to
provide empirical explanations but to sketch out theoretical alternatives, to show
how a performative dimension should be added to more traditional political
and sociological perspectives. But while my ambition is mainly theoretical,
it certainly can be amplified with illustrations that are empirical in a more
straightforward way. What follows are examples of how social processes that are
well known both te historical and lay students of this period can be reconstructed
with the model of performance in mind.

(i) Thomas Becket. When Thomas Becket opposed the effort of Henry 1T to
exercise political controf over the English church, he felt compelled to create
a grand social drama that personalized and amplified his plight (Turner 1974:
60-97). He employed as background representation the dramatic paradigm of
Christ’s martyrdom to legitimate his contemporary script of antagonism to the
king. While Henry defeated Sir Thomas in instrumental political terms, the
drama Becket enacted capiured the English imagination and provided a new
background text of moral action for centuries after.

(i} Savenarcla. In the Renaissance city-states (Brucker 1969}, conflicts
between church and state were played out graphically in the great public squares,
not only figuratively but often also literally before the eyes of the increasingly
enfranchised populo. Heteronomy of social power was neither merely doc-
trine nor institutional structure. It was also public performance. Savonarola
began his mass popular movement to cleanse the Florentine Republic with
a dramatic announcement in the Piazza della Signoria, where open meetings
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had taken place already. Savonarola’s public hanging. and the burning of his
corpse that followed, were staged in the same civil space. Observed by an over-
flowing audience of citizens and semi-citizens — some horrified. others grimiy
satisfied (Brucker 1969: 271) — the perlormance instigated by Savonarola’s
arrest, confession. and execution graphically drew the curtain on the reformer’s
spiritual renewal campaign. it is hardly coincidental that Machiavelli’s advice
to Italian princes offered during this same period concerned not only how to
muster dispersed administrative power but also instructions about how to dis-
play power of a more symbotic kind. He wished to instruct the prince about
how to perform like one so that he could appear, no matter what the actual cir-
cumstances, to exercise power in a ruthlessty efficient and supremely confident
way.

(iit) The American Revolution. In 1773, small bands of anti-British Ameri-
can colonialists boarded three merchant ships in the Boston harbor and threw

“90,000 tons of Indian tea into the sea. The immediate, material effect of what

immediately became represented in the popular imagination as “the Boston tea
party” was negligible, but its expressive power was so powerful that it created
great political effects (Labaree 1979: 246ff.). The collective performance suc-
cessfully dramatized colonial opposition to the British crown,* clarified a key
issue in the antagonism, and mobilized fervent public support. Later, the inau-
gural military battle of the American Revolution, in Lexington, Massachusetts,
was represented in terms of theatrical metaphor as “the shot heard ‘round the
world.”” In contemporary memorials of the eveat, seciul dramatic exigencies
have exercised powerful sway. American and British soldiers are portraved in
the brightly colored uniforms of opposed performers. Paul Revere is portrayed
as performing prologue, riding through the streets and shouling, “The Redcoats
are coming, the Redeoats are coming.” though he probably did not, The long
lines of soldiers on both sides are often depicted as accompanied by fifes and
drums. Bloody and often confusing battles of the War of American Indepen-
dence have been narrated retrospectively as fateful and dramatic contests, their
victors transformed into icons by stamps and etchings.

(iv) The French Revolurion. The similar staging of radical collective action
as social drama also deeply affected the Revolution in France. During its early
days, sans-culoties women sought to enlist a promise of regular bread from
King Louis. They staged the “momentous march of women to Versailles.” an
extravagantly theatrical pilgrimage that one leading feminist historian described
as “the recasting of traditional female behavior within a republican mode™ (Lan-
des T988: 109-11). As the Revolution unfolded, heroes and villains switched
places according to the agonistic logic of dramatic discourse (Furet 1981) and
theatrical configuring {Hunt 1984), not only in response to political calculation.
No matter how violent or bloodthirsty in reality, the victors and martyrs were
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painted, retrospectively, in classical Republican poses and togas, as in David's
celebrated portrait of Marat Sade (Nochlin 1993).

It was Turner (1974, 1982} who introduced the concept of social drama into
the vocabulary of secial science more than thirty years ago. For a time. this idea
promised to open macro-sociology to the symbolic dynamics of public life (e.g.
Moore and Myerhotf 1975, 1977}, but with a few significant exceptions (e.g.
Edles 1998; Alexander 1988: Wagner-Pacifici 1986) the concept has largely
faded from view. even in the field of performance studies. One reason has
to do with the triumph of instrumental reason in rational-choice and eritical
theories of postmodern life. There were also, however, basic weaknesses in
the original conceptualization itself. Turner simplified and moralized social
performance fn a manner that obscured the autonomy of the elements that
composed it. Searching for a kind of natural history of social drama on the
one hand and for a gateway to ideological communitas on the other. Turner

spoke (1982: 75) of the “full formal development”. of social dramas. of their.....

“full phase structure.” While acknowledging that social complexity created the
conditions for social drama, he insisted that it “remains to the last simple and
ineradicuble,” locating it in “the developmental cycle of all groups™ (1982: 78).
He believed that the “values and ends™ of performanees were “distribuied over
arange of actors™ and were projected “into a system . . . of shared or consensual
meaning” (1982: 73). Social dramas can take place, Turner {1987) insisted,
only “among those members of a given group . . . who feel strongly about their
membership [and] are impelled to enter into relationships with others which
become fully ‘meaningful’, in the sense that the beliefs, values, norms, and
symbolism ‘carried” in the group’s culture become . . . a major part of what s/he
might regard as his/her identity” (1987: 46; for similar emphases. see Myerhoff
1978: 32; Schechner 1987).

However, from the perspective on social dramas 1 am developing here, this is
exactly what does not take place. The elements of social-dramatic performances
are de-fused. not automatically hung together, which is precisely why the orga-
nizational form of social drama first emerzed. Social drama is a successor to
ritual, not its continuation in another form.

We are now in a position to elaborate the propositions about performative
success and failure set forth in the first section.

Re-fusion and authenticity: the criteria for performative
success and failure
The goal of secular performances, whether on stage or in society, remains

the same as the ambition of sacred ritual. They stand or fall on their ability to
produce psychological identification and cultural extension. The aim is to create,

s
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via skillful and affecting performance. the emotional connection of audience
with actor and text and thereby to create the conditions for prejecting cultural
meaning from performunce to audience. To the extent these two conditions
have been achieved, one can say that the elements of performance have become
Fused.

Nietzsche elegized the “bringing to life [of] the plastic world of myth™ ([ 1872]
1956: £26) as one of those “moments of paroxysm that lift man beyond the
confines of space, time, and individuation™ ([1872] 1956:125). He was right
to be mournful. As society becomes more comples. such moments of fusion
become much more difficuft to achieve. The elements of performance become
separated and independently variable, and it becomes ever more chalienging to
bring texts into life.

The challenge confronting individual and collective symbolic action in com-
plex contemporary societies, whether on stage or in society at farge., is (o infuse
meaning by re-fusing performance. Since Romanticism, this modern challenge
has been articulated existentially and philesophically as the problem of authen-
ticity (Taylor 1989). While the discourse about anthenticity is parochial, in
the sense that it is specifically European. it provides a familiar nomencluture
for communicating the sense of what performative success and failure mean.
On the level of everyday life, authenticity is thematized by such questions as
whether a person is “real” — straightforward. truthful. and sincere. Action will
be viewed as real if it appears suf generis, the product of a self-generating actor
who is not pulled like a puppet by the strings of society. An authentic person
seems to act without artifice. without self-consciousness. without reference to
some laboriously thought-out plan or text. without concern for manipulating
the context of her actions. and without worries about that action’s audience or
its effects. The attribution of authenticity, in other words. depends on an actor’s
ability 1o sew the disparate elements of performance buack into a seamless and
convincing whole. If authenticity marks success, then failure suggests that a
performance will scem insincere and faked: the actor seems out of role, merely
to be reading from an impersonal script, pushed and pulied by the forces of
society, acting not {rom sincere motives but to manipulate the audience.

Such an understanding allows us to move beyond the simplistic polarities
of ritual versus rationality or, more broadly, of cultural versus practical action.
We can say. instead, that re-fusion allows ritual-like behavior, a kind of tem-
porary recovery of the rituad process. It allows conlemporiries to experience
ritual because it stitches seamlessly together the disconnected eléments of cul-
tural performance. Tn her performative approach ta gender, Butler (1999: 179)
insisted that gender identity is merely “the stylized repetition of acts through
time” and “not a seemingly seamless identity.” Yel seamiess is exactly what
the successful performance of gender in everyday life makes it appear to be.
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“In what sense,” Butler (1999: 178) then asks. “is gender an act?” In the same
sense. she answers, “as in other ritual social dramas . . . the action of gender
requires a performance that is repeated. This repetition is at once a reenactment
and reexperiencing of a set of meanings already socially established: and it is
the mundane and rituzlized form of their legitimation.”

In psychological terms, it is this seamless re-fusion that Csikszentmihalyi

(1975) described as “flow™ (cf. Schechner 1976) in his innovative research on _

virtuoso performance in art, sport, and games. In the terms [ am developing here,
what Csikszentmihalyi (1975) discovered in these widely varying activities

was the merging of text, context. and actor, a merging that resulted in the

loss of self-consciousness and a lack of concern for - even awareness of —
the scrutiny of observers outside the action itself. Because of “the merging of

action and awareness,” Csikszentmihalyi (1975: 38) wrote, “a person in flow .

has no dualistic perspective.” The fusion of the elements of performance allows
aot only actors but also audiences to experience flow, which means they focus

their-attention-on the “performied texe 16 the exClGsion of any other possible

interpretive reference: “The steps for experiencing flow . . . involve the . . .

process of delimiting reality, controlling some aspect of it, and responding to

the feedback with a concentration that excludes anything else as irrelevant”
{Csikszentmihalyi 1975: 53—4).
Performances in complex societies seek to overcome fragmentation by creat-

ing flow and achieving authenticity. They try to recover a momentary experience .

of ritual, to eliminate or to negate the effects of social and cultural de-fusion,

Speaking epigrammatically, one mi ght say that successiul performances re-fuse f
history. They break down the barriers that history has erected — the divisions

between background culture and scripted text, between scripted text and actors;
between audience and mise-en-scéne. Successful performances overcome the
deferral of meaning that Derrida (1991) recognized as différance. In a suc-
cessful performance, the signifiers seem actually to become what they signify.
Symbols and referents are one. Script, direction, actor, background culture,
inise-en-scéne, audience, means of symbolic production — all these separate
elements of performance become indivisible and invisible. The mere action of
performing accomplishes the performance’s intended effect {cf. Austin 1957).
The actor seems to be Hamlet: the man who takes the oath of office seems to
be the president.

While re-fusion is made possible only by the deposition of sacial power,

the very success of a performance masks its existence. When performance is

successtul, social powers manifest themselves not as external or hegemonic
forces that facilitate or oppose the unfolding performance but merely as sign-
velticles. as means of representation, as conveyors of the intended meaning.

This is very much what Bourdieu ([1968] 1990: 211} had in mind when he _.
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spoke of the exercise of graceful artistic taste a3 culture “becoming natural.”
The connoisseur’s poised display of aesthetic Jjudgment might be thought of as
a successful performance in the sense that it thoroughly conceals the manner
in which this gracefulness is “artificial and artificially acquired.” the result of 2
lengthy socialization resting upon class priviiege. “The virtuosi of the judgment
of luste,” Bourdieu wrote, present their knowledge of art casually, as if it were
natural. Their aim is to present “an experience of aesthetic grace” that appears
“completely freed from the constraints of culture,” performance “little marked

" by the long, patient training of which it is the product.”

Attacking the hegemonic exercise of sexual rather than class power, Butler
(1999} makes a similar argument. The successful performance of gender, she
claims, makes invisible the patriarchal power behind it. The difference is that,
by drawing upon the theories of Austin and Turner, Butler can explicitly employ
the fanguage of performance. “Gender is . . . a construction that regularly con-
ceals its genesis; the tacit collective agreement to perform, produce, and sustain

discrete and polar genders as cultural fictions is obscured by the credibility of

those productions . . . The appearance of substance is precisely that, a con-
structed identity, a performative accomplishment which the mundane social
audience, including the actors themselves, come to believe and to perform in
the mode of belief™ (1999: 179).

When post-ritual drama emerged in ancient Greece, Aristotle (1987)
explained that a play is “an imitation of action. not the action itself.” When re-
fusion occurs, this cautionary note goes unheeded. The performance achieves
verisimilitude — the appearance of reality. It seems Lo be action, not its imi-
tation. This uchievement of the appearance of reality via skillful performance
and fow is what Barthes ([1957] 1972) described in his celebrated essay on
“true wrestling.” He insisted that the “public spontaneously attunes isself to the
spectacular nature of the contest, like the audience at a suburban cinema . . .
The public is completely uninterested in knowing whether the context is rigged

..0r not, and rightly so; it abandons itself to the primary virtus of the spectacle,

which is to abolish all motives and all consequences: what matters is not what
it thinks but what it sees” ([1957] 1972:1 5).

How does cultural pragmatics work? The inner structures
of social performance

Having elaborated the criteria of performative failure and success, I now turn
to a more detailed discussion of the elements and relations that sustain it. { will
draw upon the insights of drama theory to decoinpose the basic elements of
performance into their more complex component parts, and T will link these
insights to the social dramas that compose the public sphere. To be able to
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move back and forth between theatrical and social drama enriches both sides of
the argument; it also helps document my core empirical claim. Social action in
complex societies so often is situal-like because it remains performative. The
social conditions that gave rise to theatre afso gave rise to post-ritual forms of
symbolic action.

The challenge of the script: re-fusing background representations
witl contingent performance

Behind every actor’s social and theatrical performance lies the already estab-
lished skein of collective representations that compose culture — the universe
of basic narratives and codes and the cookbook of rhetorical configurations
from which every performance draws. In a theatrical performance. the actor
strives to realize “individual character,” as Turner (1982: 94) put it, but he or

she cun do so only by taking “partly for granied the culturally defined roles

supposedly played by that character: father, businessman, friend, lover, Hancé,
trade union leader, farmer, poet” (1982: 94). For Turner (1982: 94), “these roles
are made up of collective representations shared by actors and audience, who
are usually members of the same culture,” but we do not have to accept his
consensual assumptions to get his point. The ability to understand the most ele-
mentary contours of a performance depends on an audience knowing already,
without thinking about it, the categories within which actors behave. In a com-
plex socia] order. this knowledge is always a matter of degree. In contrast with
Turner (1982), I do not presume that social performance is ritualistic; I wish to
explain whether and how and to what degree.

It is precisely at this joint of contingency or possible friction between back-
ground representations and the categorical assumptions of actors and audience
that scripts enter into the scene. The emergence of the script as an indepen-
dent element reflects the relative freedom of performance from backeround
representations, From within a broader universe of meanings, performers muke
conscious and uncenscious choices about the paths they wish to take and the
specific set of meanings they wish to project. These choices are the scripts —
the action-oriented subset of background understandings. If script is meaning
primed Lo performance, in theatrical drama this priming is usually, though not
always, sketched out beforehand. In social drama, by contrast, scripts more often
are inferred by actors. In a meaning-searching process that stretehes from the
more intuitive to the more witting. actors and audiences reflect on performance
in the process of its uafolding, gleaning a seript upon which the performance
“must have™ been based.

In such social-dramatic scripting, actors and audiences actively engage in
drawing the hermeneutical circle {Dilthey 1976). Performances become the
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foreground parts upon which wholes are constructed, the latter being understood
as the scripts that allow the sense of an action to be ascertained. These scripts
become, in turn, the parts of future wholes. Tt seems only sensible (o suggest that
an authentic script is one that rings true to the background culture. Thus, as one
¢ritic of rock music suggests, “authenticity is often located in current music’s
relationship to an earlier, ‘purer’ moment in a mythic history of the music”
{Auslander 1999: 71). Yet. while this seems sensible, it would be misleading,
since it suggests the naturalistic fallacy. It is actually the illusory circularity
of hermeneutic interpretation that creates the sense of authenticity, and not
the other way around. A script seems to ring true to the background culture
precisely because it has an andience-fusing effect. This effectiveness has to do
with the manner in which it articulates the relationship among culture, situation,
and audience. Another recent music critic (Margolick 2000: 36) argued against
ihe claim that Billie Holiday’s recording of “Strange Fruit”™ — the now almosi-
mythical, hypnotic ballad about biuck lynching — succeeded because lynching
was “already a conspicuous theme in black fiction, theater, and art.” She had
success, rather, because “it was really the first time that anyone had so . . .
poetically transmitted the message.” The existence of the background theme is
a given: what is contingent is the dramatic technique, which is designed to elicit
an effective audience response. In our terms, this is a maiter of fusing the script
in two directions, with background culture on the one side and with audience
on the other. If the script creates such fusion, it seems truthful to background
representations and real to the audience. The former allows cultural extension;
the tatter psychological identification.

The craft of script writing addresses these possibilities. The writer aims
to “achieve concentration™ {Boulton 1960: 12~13} of background meaning.
Effective scripts compress the background meanings of culture by changing
proportion and by increasing intensity. They provide such condensation (cf.
Freud {1900} 1950) through dramatic techniques.

(i) Coganitive simplification. “Ta a play,” Boulton {1960: 12-13) wrote, “there
are often repetitions even of quite simple facts, careful explanations, address-
ing of people by their names nmore frequently than in real conversation and
various oversimplifications which to the reader of a play in a study may seem
almost infantile.” The same sort of simplifying condensation affects the less con-
sciously formed scripts of successful social dramas. As they strive 1o become
protagonists in their chosen narrative, such social performers as politicians,
activists, teachers, therapists. or ministers go over time and time again the
basic story line they wish to project. They provide not complex but stereotyped
accounts of their positive qualities as heroes or victims. and they melodramati-
cally exaggerate (Brooks 1976) the malevolent motives of the actors they wish
to identily gs their antagonists, depicting them as evildoers or foals.
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Professional speechwriters plotting social dramas are as sensitive to this
technical exigency as screen writers and playwrights plotting theatrical ones.
In Noonan's (1998) manual On Speaking Well, the much-heralded speech writer
for Presidents Ronald Reagan and George Bush emphasized time and time again
that simplification is the key to achieving the fusion among speaker, audience,
and background culture (cf. Flesch 1946), “You shonld treat the members of the
audience as if they're friends.” Noonan (1998: 23) instructs, which means “that
you're going 1o talk to them the way you talk to your friends, with the same

candor and trust and respect.” Noting the “often unadorned quality to sections of

great speeches, a directness and simplicity of expression,” Noonan (1998: 48)
attribules this to the fact that “the speaker is so committed to making his point,
to being understood and capturing the truth.” Sentences “must be short and
sayable,” she warns, because “your listeners [are] trying to absorb what you say™
(1998: 33). Noonan praised Bush’s acceptance speech at the 1988 Republican
Convention in terms of this two-way fusion, On the one hand, her script allowed

Bush to connect his awn life to the background representations of American -

society. Bush “was not only telling about his life in a way that was truthful

and specific [but] was also connecting his life to history — the history of those |
wha'd fought World War Il and then come home to the cities, and married, and

gone on to invent the suburbs of American, the Levittowns and Hempsteads

and Midlands.” On the other hand, the script also allowed Bush to fuse speaker -
with audience: *He was also connecting his life to yours, to everyone who's

had a child and lived the life that children bring with them . . . You were part
of the saga™ (1998: 28-9).
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(it} Time—space compression. Responding to the emergence of theatre from
ritual, Aristotle (1987) theorized that every successlul drama contains the tem-
poral sequence of beginning, middle. and end. In early modern Europe, when rit-
gal was secularized and de-fused once again, the demand for narrative coherence
becanie a stricture that dramatists must stress “three unities” — of action, place,
and time (Bouiton 1960: 13ff.). Given the material and behavioral constraints
on performance, the ¢lassic dramatists argued. theatrical action must be clearly
of one piece. Il the background culture is to be articulated clearly and if the
audience is to absorb it, ther performance must take place in the confines of one
dramatic scene ~in one narrative place —and must unfold in one continuous time.

Such social dramas as congressional hearings or televised investigations
strive strenuously to compress time and space in the same way. With large
visual charts, lead investigators display time lines for critical events, ret-
rospective plottings whose aim is to suggest contiruous action punctuated
by clearly interlinked causes and effects. Daytime television is interrupted

“so that the representations of these investigations themselves can unfold

in continuous and real, and thus forcefully dramatic time. Ordinary parlia-
mentary business is suspended so that such political-cultural performances,
whether grandiose or grandiloquent, can achieve the unity of action, place, and
time.

(itiy Moral agonism. The fusion achieved by successful seripting does not
suggest harmonious plots. o be effective, in fact, seripts must structure meaning
in an agonistic way (Benhabib 1996; Arendt 1958). Agonism implies a dynamic
movement that hinges on a conflict pitting good against evil (Bataille 1985},
creating a wave-like dialectic that highlights the existential and metaphysical
contrast between sacred and profane. “Performing the binaries™ (Alexander
2003a) creates the basic codes and propels narratives to pass through them, The
drama’s protagonists are aligned forcefully with the sacred themes and Agures
of cultural myth and, through this embodiment, become new icons and create
new texts themselves. Signaling their antipathy to the profane. to the evil themes
and figures that threaten to pollute and to overwhelm the good, one group of
actors casts doubt on the sincerity and verisimilitude of another, If a profagenist
successfully performs the binaries. audiences will pronounce the performer to
be an “honest man,” the movement to be “truly democratic,” an action 1o be
the “very epitome of the Christian spirit.” If the performance is energetically
and skillfully implanted in moral binaries, in other words, psychological iden-
tification can be achieved and elements from the background culture can be
extended dramatically.

Agonistic scripting is exhibited most clearly in grandiloguent performance.
Geertz (1973: 420-1) portrayed the Balinese cockfight as “a blood sacrifice
olfered . .. to the demons.” in which “man and beast, good and evil. ego and id,
the creative power of aroused masculinity and the destructive power of loosenad
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animality fuse in a blaody drama.” Barthes ([1957] 1972: 17) recounted how
the wrestler’s “treacheries, cruelties, and acts of cowardice™ are based in an
“image of ignobility™ portrayed by “an obese and sagzing body™ whose “asexual
hidecusness always inspires . . . a particularly repulsive quality.” But performing
the binaries is also fundamental to the emergent scripts of everyday political
life. In 1980, in the debate among Republican and Democratic candidates for
vice president of the United States, the Republican contender from Indiana,
Senator Dan Quayle, sought to gain credibility by citing the martyred former
president John F. Kennedy. Quayle’s opponent, Texas Senator Lloyd Benton,
responded with a remark that not merely scored major debating points but also
achieved folkloric status in the years following: “Senator, I had the honor of
knowing Jack Kennedy, and you're no Jack Kennedy.” Speaking directly to his
political oppenent, but implicitly to the television audiences adjudicating the
authenticity of the candidates. Senator Benton wished to separate his opponent’s
script from the nation’s sacred background representations. To prove they were

not aligned would block Senator Quayle from assuming an iconic role. As it

turned out. of course, while Senator Quayle’s debate performance failed. he
was elected anyway.

(iv) Twisting and turning. Explicating “the general artistic Jaws of plot devel-
opment,” Boulton (1960: 411f.) observed that “a play must have twists and turns
to keep interest untif the end.” To keep the avdience attentive and engaged,
staged dramas “must develop from one crisis to another.”™ After an initial clari-
fication, in which “we learn who the chief characters are, what they are there for
and what are the problems with which they start,” there must be *'some startling
development giving rise to new problems.” This first crisis will be followed by
others, which “succeed one another as causes and effects.”

Turner (1974) found almost exactly the same plot structure at work in social
drama. He conceptualized it as inveolving successive phase movements, from
breach to crisis, redress. and reintegration or schism. The initial breach that
triggers a drama “may be deliberately, even calculatedly, contrived by a persan
or party disposed to demonstrate or challenge entrenched authority.” But a
breach also “may emerge [simply] from a scene of heated feelings” (Turner
1882: 70, in which case the initiantion of a social drama is imputed, or seripted,
by the audience, even when it is not intended by the actors themselves,

The naturalism underlying Turner’s dramaturgical theory prevents him from
seeing twisting and turning as a contingent effort to re-fuse backeround cul-
ture and audience with performative text. In her revisions of Turner’s scheme,
Wagner-Pacifiei (1986, 1994, 2000} demonstrated just how difficult it is for
even the most powerful social actors to plet the kind of dramatic sequencing
that an effective script demands. Her study of the 1978 kidnapping and assassi-
nation of the ltalian prime minister Aldo Moro (Wagner-Pacifici 1986) can be
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read as a case study of failed performance. Despite Moro's status as the most
influential Italian political figure of his day, the popular prime minister could
got convince other influential collective actors to interpret his kidnapping in
terms ol his own projected seript. He wished to portray himself as still a hero,
as the risk-taking and powerful protagonist in a performance that would con-
rinue to demonstrate the need for a historic “opening to the left” and. thus, the
pecessity 1o negotiate with his terrorist kidnappers to save his life. Against this
pmjcctcd script, other social interpreters, who turned out to be more influential,
insisted that Moro’s kidnapping illuminated a script not of romantic heroism
but of a tragic martyrdom, which pointed to a narrative not of reconciliation but
of revenge against a terrorist left. Wagner-Pacifici herself attributes the failure
of Moro’s performance primarily to unequal social power and the control that
anti-Moro forces exercised over the means of symbolic production. The more
multidimensional model 1 am elaborating here would suggest other critically
important causes of the failed performance as well.

The challenge of mise-en-scéne: re-fusing script, action,
and performative space

Even after a script las been constructed that allows background culture to walk
and talk, the “action™ of the performance must begin in real lime and at a
particular place. This can be conceptualized as the challenge of instantiating
a scripted text, in theatrical terms as mise-en-scéne, which translates literally
as “putting into the scene.” Defining mise-en-scéne as the “confrontation of
lext and performance.” Pavis (1988: 87) spoke of it as “bringing together or
confrontation. in a given space and time, of different signifying systems, for an
audience.” This potential confrontation has developed because of the segmen-
tation that social complexity rends among the elements of performance. Itis a
challenge to put them back together in a particular scene.

Rouse (1992: 146) saw the “relationship between dramatic text and
theatrical performance™ as “a central element in the QOccidental theatre.”
Acknowledging that “most productions here continue to be preductions ‘of” a
preexisting play text,” he insists that “exactly what the word ‘of’ means in
terms of [actual] practices is, however, far from clear,” and he suggests that
“the *of of theatrical activity is subject to a fair degree of oscillation.” Tt
seems clear that the specialized dramatic role of director has emerged Lo con-
trol this petential oscitlation. In Western societies, theatrical performances
long had been sponsored hinancially by preducers and had been organized,
in their dramatic specifics, by playwrights and actors. As society became more
complex, and the elements of performance more differentiated, the coordinat-
ing tasks became more demanding. By the late nineteenth century, according
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to Chinoy (1963: 3, in McConachie 1992: 176), there was “so pressing a°

need” thal the new role of director “quickly preempted the hegemony that
had rested for centuries with playwrights and actors.” Chinoy (1963) believes
that “the appearance of the director ushered in a new theatrical epoch.” such
that “his experiments, his failures. and his triumphs set and sustained the stage”
(1963: 3).

When Boulton (1960:182-3) warned that “overdirected scripts leave the pro-
ducer no discretion,” she meant to suggest that, because writers cannot know
the particular challenges of mise-en-scéne, they should not write specific stage
directions into their script. Writers must leave directors * ‘plenty of scope for
inventions.” Given the contingency of performance, those staging il wili need
a large space within which to exercise their theatrical imagination, They will
need te ceach actors on the right tone of voice, to choreograph the space and
timing among actors, to design costumes, to construct praps. and to arrange

lights. When Barthes {f 1)#7] 1972: 15) argued that “what makes the circus or

the arena what they are is not the sky [but] the dlemhmu and vertical quality
ol the flood of light.” he points to such directorial effect. If the script demands
grandiloquence, Barthes observes, it must contrast darkness with light, for *
light without shadow generates an emation without reserve™ ([1957]) t972: 15).

For social dramas, in which seripts are attributed in a more contemporane-
ous and often retrospective way, mise-ei-scéne more likely is initiated within
the act of performance itself. This coordination is triggered by the witting or
unwitting sensibilities of collective actors, by the observing ego of the individ-
ual - in Mead’s terms, her “T” as compared with her “me” — or by suggestions
from an actor’s agents. advisers, advance men, or event planners. This task of
instantiating scripts and representations in an actual scene underscores, once
again, the relative autonomy of symbalic action from its so-called social base.
The underlying strains or interest conflicts in a social situation simply do not
“express™ themselves. Social prablems not onfy must be symboiically plotted,
or framed (Eyerman and Jamison 1991; Snow et al. 1986), but also must be
performed on the scene. Tn analyzing “how social movements move.” Eyer-
man (this volume) highlights “the physical, geographical aspects of staging
and managing collective actions.” In theorizing the standoff, Wagner-Pacifici
(2000: 192--3) distinguishes between “ur-texts” and “lexts-in-action.” " explain-
ing how the often deadly standoffs berween armed legal authorities and their
quarries are triggered by “rules of engagement” (2000: 157) that establish “set
points™ (2000: 47) in a physical scene, such as barricades. Temporal deadlines
also are established, so that the “rhythm of siege”™ becomes structured by the

‘clock ticking™ (2000: 64). Standofls are ended by viclenl assault only when
dramatic violations oceur vis-a-vis these specific spatial and temporal markers
in a particular scene.
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The challenge of the material base: social power and the means of
syutholic production

While mise-en-scéne has its own independent requirements, it remains interde-
pendent with the other performative elements. One thing or which its success
clearly depends is access to the appropriate means of symbolic production, Goff-
man’s { [956) early admonishment has not been sufficiently taken to heart: “We
have given insufficient attention to the assemblages of sign-equipment which
large numbers of performers can call their own™ (1936: 22-3). Of course, in
theumore typically fused performunces of small-scale societies, access to such
means was not usually problematic. Yet even for such naturalistic and fused
performances, the varied elements of symbolic production did not appear from
nowhere. In his study of the Tsembaga, for example. Schechner (1976) found
that peace could be established amaong the warring tribes when they performed

_the Lonj kaike ritual. While the ritual centered on an extended feast of wild pig,

it took “years to allow the raising of sufficient pigs to stage a konj kaiko™ (1976:
£98). War and peace thus depended on a ritual process that was “tied to the
fortunes of the pig population™ (1976: 198),

One can easily imagine just how much more difficult and consequential access
to the means of symbolic production becomes in large-scale complex societies.
Most basic of all is the acquisition of a venue. Without a theatre or simply
some makeshift stage, there can be no performance, much less an audience.
Likewise, without some functional equivalent of the venerable soapbox, there
can be no social drama. The American presidency is called “the bully pulpit”
because the office provides its occupant with extraordinary access to the means
for projecting dramatic messages to citizens of the United States,

Once aperformative space is attained, moreover, it must be shaped materially.
Aston and Savona (1991: 114) remarked that “the shape of a playing spuce can
be altered by means of set construction,” There is, in the literal and not the figu-
rative or metaphysical sense, a material “base” for every symbolic production.
The latter are not simply shaky superstructures in the vulgar Marxist manner,
but neither can cultural performances stand up all by themselves. The Micro-
Roberr Poche (1992} defines mise-en-scéne as “F organization marérielle de la
représentation.” and the means of symbolic preduction refers to the first half
of this definition, the material organization. Still, even the physical platforms
of performance must be given symbolic shape. Every theatre is marked by “the
style in which it is designed and built,” said Aston and Savona (1991: 112},
and social dramas are affected equally by the design of their place. During the
Clinton impeachment, it was noted widely that the hearings were being held in
the old Senate office building, an ornate setting whose symbolic gravitas had
heen reinforced by the civil theatrics of Watergate decades before.
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Yet the design of theatrical spuce depends, in part, on technological means
In the pre-industrial age, according to Aston and Savona (1991), the “confines’
ol the *Targe and inflexible venue™ {1991: 114) of open-air theatres placed dra
matic limits on the intimacy that performers could communicate, whatever the
director’s theatrical powers or the artistry of the script. Later, the introduction of:
lighting “established the convention of the darkened auditorium™ and “limited
the spectator’s spatial awareness to the stage area”™ (1991: | [4). Once attention
is focused in this manner., as Barthes ([1957] 1972) also suggested in his obser
vations on spectacle {as mentioned previously), a “*space can be created within®
a space” (Aston and Savona 1991: 114), and greater communicative intimacy :
is possible. .

Equally significant dramatic effects have followed from other technical inno-
vations in the means of symbolic production. The small size of the television as
compared with the movic screen limited the use of long-distance and ensem-
ble shots, demanded more close-up camera work, and required more editing

“euts o createra scene. Greater possibilities for dramalic intiimacy and dgonis:

tic dialogue entered into televised performance as a result. The availability -

of amplification pushed the symbolic content of performance in the opposite ;
way. With the new technological means for electronically recording and pro-
jecting the human voice, recordings proliferated and large-scale commercial
musicals became amplified electronically through microphones. Such devel- |
opments changed the criteria of authenticity, Soan, not only concerts but also |
most non-musical plays needed to be amplified as well, “because the results -
sound more ‘natural” to an audience whose ears have been conditioned by stereo ©
television, high fidelity LPs, and compact disks” (Copeland 1990, in Auslander-

1999: 34),

It is here that social power enters into performance in particular ways. Cer-
tainly, censorship and intimidation have always been employed to prevent the
production and distribution of symbolic communication and. thus, to prevent or '
control political dissent. What is more interesting theoretically and empiricafly,
however, and perhaps more normatively relevant in complex semi-demoecratic
and even democratic societies, is e manner in which social power affects
performance by mediating access to the means of symbolic production (e.g.
Berezin 1991, 1994). The use of powertul arc lights. for example, was essential
to Leni Riefenstahl’s mise-en-scéne in her infamous propaganda film, Triranph
of the Will, which reconstructed Adolph Hitler's triumphant evening arrival at
the Nuremberg rally in 1933, Whether Riefenstahl had the opportunity to put
her imagination into place, however, was determined by the distribution of Ger-
man political and economic power. Because Hitler's party had triumphed at
the level of the state, Nazis controlled the means of symbolic production. As
an artist, Reifenstahl herself was infatuated by the Nazi cause. and she wrote

. a;iy story —
gl phmnumphers and producers of newsreels and films. On the few occasions

o
i
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4 seript that cast Hitler in a heroic light, But the tooels for nwl\in.g .§1er drama
were controlled by others. Tt was Goebbels who could hire the brilliant young
filmmaker and provide her with the means for staging her widely influential
wark

1 most secial-dramatic performances, the effect of social power is even Jess
chrect To continue with our lachrymose example, while the Nazi concentration
mps remained under control of the Third Reich. their genocidal purpose could
ot be dramatized. Performative access to the camps — the critical “props™ for
was denied to all but the most sympathetic, pro-Nazi journalists,

when independent and potentially critical observers were brought to the camps,

- moreover, they were presented with falsified displays and props that presented
: the treatment of Jewish prisoners in a fundamentally misieading way. This

controf over the means of symbolic production shifted through force of arms
(Alexander 2003b}. Only after allied troops liberated the western camps did it
become possible to produce the horrifying newsreels of dead and emaciated
Jewish prisoners and to distribute them worldwide (Zelizer 1998). It would be
hard to think of a better example of performance having o material base and of
this base depending on power in turn.

As this last example suggests, in complex societies social power not only pro-
vides the means of symbolic production but of symbolic distribution as well.
The more dependent a dramatic form is on technology. the more these two
performative phases become temporally distinct. It is one thing to perform a
drama, and even to film it, and it is quite another to make it available to audi-
ences throughout the land. In the movie industry. distribution deals develop
only after films are made, for those who represent theatre syndicates insist on
first examining the performances under which they intend to draw their bottom
line. Similariy, video technology has separated the distribution of social dramas
from live-action transmission, Media events (Dayan and Katz [992; Boorstin
1961 are social performances whose contents are dictated by writers and pho-
tographers and whose distribution is decided by corporate or state organization,
If the former represent “hermeneutical power™ and the Iatter social power in the
more traditional sense, then there 18 a double mediation between performance
and audience. As we will see, there are, in fact. many more mediations than
that.

Whether those who “report” media effects are employed by institutions whose
interests are separated from - and possibly even are opposed to — those of the per-
formers is a critical issue for whether or not social power affects performance in
ademocratic way. Because control over media is so vital for connecting perfor-
mances with audience publics, it is hardly surprising that newspapers for solong
remained financially and organizationally fused with particular ideological,
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Social Powers Hormance become separated and relatively autonomous. there emerge

.fpe

r ’ i new sources of professional authority. Each of the de-fused elements of per-
F;fd“mi“’e Dg’mmm Hermeze'f.}‘?al F;Gwers rmance eventually becomes subject to institutions of independent criticism,
owers RIS Crikcism ¢

which judge it in relation to criteria that establish n'ot cm?y ae‘sthetit? form but
also the legitimacy of the exercise of this particular kind of pe.r['(?rmal:we power.
Such judgments issue from “eritics,” whether they are speciatized JOurnul;s'Ls
eiﬁployed by the media of popular or high cuiture or intellectuals who work in

academic milienx. .
% guch critical judgments. moseover, do not enter performance only from the ‘
gutside. They also are generated from within. Around each of the clenfuseq t?le-
“ments of drama there have developed specialized performative e:nmnmmt.lcs,
~which maintain and deploy their own critical, sometimes quile unforgiving,
" gtandards of judgment. The distance from the frst drama prizes awarded by the
' City Dionysius festival in ancient Greece to the Academy Awards in postmod-
" ern Hollywood may be great in geographic, historical. and aesthetic terms, but

S T
ey,

Figure 1.6 Mise-en-seéne interfacing with social powers

the institutional togic (Friedland and Alford 19913 has remained the same. The
aim is to employ. and deploy, autonomous criteria in the evaluation of social
. performance. As the elements of performance have been differentiated. the
reach of hegemonizing, hierarchical power has necessarily declined. Collegial
associations, whether conceived as institutional elites, guilds, or professional
associations, increasingly regulate and evaluate the performance of specialized
cultural goods. In complex societies, continuous critical evaluations are gen-
erated from within every performative medium and emergent genre — whether
theatre or feature film, documentary or cartoon, ceuntry-and-western song or
rap, classical recording, sitcom, soap opera. news story, news photo, editorial,
feature, or nightly newscast. Such self-poiicing devices aim to “improve” the
possibiiities for projecting performance in effective ways. These judgments
and awards are determined by peer evaluations. Despite the power of the stu-
dios and mega-media corporations, it is the actors, cinematographers, editors,
directors, script and speechwriters, reporters, and costurne designers themselves
who create the aesthetic standards and prestige hierarchies in their respective
performative communities.

In less formal ways, critical interpretive judgments circulate freely und end-
lessly throughout dramatic life, in both ils theatrical and social forms. The
public relations industry. new in the twentieth century. aims to condition and
structure the interpretations such critics apply. Such judgments are also the
concern of agents and handlers, of experts in focus groups, of privately hired
pollsters. The more complex and pluralized the society, the tighter this circle
of criticism and self-evatuation is wound. Normative and empirical theories of
power and legitimacy in the contemporary world must come to terms with how
the conditions of performativity have changed everywhere.

economic. and political powers (Schudson 1981). This fusion allowed those
who held hegemonic structural positions to decide which of their performances.
should be distributed and how they would be framed.

As social power becomes more pluralized, the means of recording and dis-
tributing social dramas have been distributed more widely. media interpreta-
tion has become more subject to disputation. and performative success more
contingent. Even in the “iron cage” of nineteenth-century capitalism, British
parliamentary investigations into factery conditions were able to project their
often highly critical performances on the public stage. Their hearings were
reported widely in the press (Osborne 1970: 88-90), and their findings were
distributed in highly influential “white papers™ throughout the class system
(Smelser 1959: 291-2). Even after Bismarck outlawed the socialist party in
late nineteenth-century Germany. powerful performances by militant labor
leaders and working-class movements challenged him in “rhetorical duels”
that were recorded and were distributed by radical and conservative newspi-
pers alike (Roth 1963: 119-35). In mid-twentieth-century America, the civil
rights movement would have failed if’ Southern white media had monopolized
coverage of African-American protest activities. 1t was critical that reporters
from independent Northern-owned media were empowered to record and to
distribute sympathetic interpretations, which allowed psychological identifi-
cation and cultural extension with the black movement’s cause (Halberstam
19599).

Differentiating the elements of performance, then, is not just a social and
cultural process but a political one as well. It has significant repercussions for
the pluratization of power and the democratization of socicty. As the elements
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Figure 1.7 Double fusion: text-aclor—audience

The challenge of being narwral: re-fusing actor and role

Even if the means of symbolic production are sufficient, the script powerfully
written, and the mise-en-scéne skillfully set in place. there is no guaraniee that
the performance will succeed. There remains the extraordinary challenge of
acting it out. Actors must perform their roles effectively, and they often are not
up to the task. Thus, while Veltrusky (1964: 84) acknowledges that signifying
power resides in “various objects. from parts of the costume to the set.” he
insists, nevertheless. that “the important thing is . . . that the actor centers their
meanings upon himself.”

In smaller-scale societies, ritual performers act out roles they have played in
actual social tife or from sacred myths with which they are intimately famil-
iar, In post ritual societies, the situation is much more complex. In theatrical
performances. actors are professionals who have no off-screen relation to their
scripted role.

in a neglected essay, Simmel (1968: 92) put the problem very clearly: “The
role of the actor, as it is expressed in written drama, is not a total person . .. nota
man, but a complex of things which can be said about a person through literary
devices.” In social dramas, actors perform a role they often do occupy, but their
ability to maintain their role incumbency is always in doubt; their legitimacy is
subject to continuous scrutiny: and their feeling for the role is often marked by
unfamiliarity.?

As the actor in theatrical drama increasingly became separated from the role.

the challenge of double fusion — actor and text on the one side and actor with .

audience on the other — became a topic of increasing intellectual attention.
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When social texts were mare authoritative, less contested, and less separated
from familiar social roles, professienal actors could achieve re-fusion in a more
indexical than iconographic way. In what later came to be scen as histrienic,
“picture acting,” performers merely would point to a text rather than seek-
ing actually to embody it. This overt exhibition of the separation of actor
and role could have theatrical purchase (Aston and Savona 1991 118) only
because dramatic texts had a more deeply mythical status than they typically
have today. By the late eighteenth century, when sacred and traditional social
structures were being reconstructed by secular revolutions (Brooks 1976), this
“unti-emotionalist™ method came under eriticism. In The Puradox of Acting,
Diderot (1830] 1937) attacked acting that communicated feelings by gesture
rather than embodiment. But it was not unti! the so-called new drama of the late
nineteenth century — when social and culture de-fusion were considerably more
elaborate — that the intensely psychological and introspective theatre initiated
by Strindberg and Ihsen demanded an acting method that placed a premium on

“subjective embodiment, or facsimile.

Just as Aristotle wrote the Poctics as a cookbook for script-writing once myth
had lost its sway, the Russian inventor of modern dramatic technigue, Constantin
Sranislavski ([1934] 1989), invented “the system™ to teach professional actors
how to make their artificial performances seem natural and unassuming. He
began by emphasizing the isolation of the actor from scripted text. “What do you
think?" he admonished the novice actor. “Does the dramatist supply everything
that the actors need to know about the play? Can you, [even] in a hundred pages.
give u full account of the life of the dramatis personae? For example. does the
author give sufficient details of what has happened before the play begins? Docs
he let you know what will happen when it is ended, or what goes on behind the
scenes?” ([1934F 1989: 55).

That the answer to each of these rhetorical questions is “no” demonstrates
the challenge of re-fusion that contemporary actors face. “We bring to life what
is hidden under the words; we put our thoughts into the author’s lines. and we

" establish our own relationships to other characters in the play, and the conditions

of their lives; we filter through ourselves all the materials that we receive from
the author and the direcior; we work over them, supplementing them out of our
own imagination” (Stanislavski [1934] 1989: 52).

The art of acting aims at eliminating the appearance of autonomy. The ambi-
tion is to make it seem that the actor has not exercised her imagination — that
she has no self except the one that is scripted on stage. “Let me see what you
would do,” Stanistavski advised the neophyte, “if my supposed facts were true”
([1934] 1989: 46). He suggested that the actor should adopt an “as if"” atti-
tude, pretending that the scripted situation is the actor’s in real life, In this way,
“the feelings aroused” in the actor “will express themselves in the acts of this
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imaginary person” - as if she had actually “been placed in the circumstances
made by the play™ ([ 1934] 1989: 49; cf. Goffman [936: 48). If the actor believes
herself “actuaily” to be in the circumstances that the script describes, she will
actin a natural way. She will assume the inner motivation of the scripted char-
acter, in this way refusing the separation of actor and script. Only by possessing
this subjectivity can an artfully contrived performance seem honest and real
(Auslander 1997: 29). “Such an artist is not speaking in the person of an imag-
inary Hamlet.,” Stanislavski concludes, “but he speaks in his own right as one
placed in the circumstances created by the play™ ([1934] 1989: 248).

Allaction in the theater must have an inner justification, be logical, coherent and real .,
With this special quality of if . . . everything is clear, honest and above board . . . The
secretof the effect of if lies in the fact that it does not . . . make the artist do anything. On
the contrary, it reassures him through its honesty and encourages him to have confidence
in a supposed sitaation . . . It arouses an ianer and real activity. and does this by natural
means.-{L19347.1989; 46-7, italics altered)

It sociaf and cultural de-fusion has shifted the focus of theatrical acting, we
should not be surprised that the acting requirements for effective social drama
have changed in a parallel way. When social and political roles were ascribed;’
whether through inheritance or through social sponsorship, individuals could be
clumsy in their portrayal of their public roles, for they would continue to possess'
them even if their performances failed. With increasing social differentiation;’
those who assume social roles, whether ascriptive or achieved, can continue tg,
inhabit them only if they learn to enact them in an apparently natural manne
(e.g. Bumiller 2003; Von Hoffman 1978). This is all the more true in social
dramas that instantiate meanings without the benefit of a script, and sometime
without any prior clarification of an actor’s roles. :

It is not at all uncommon, for example, for the putative actors in an emergen
political drama to refuse to play their parts. During the televised Watergate hear
ings in the summer of 1973, even Republican senators who privately supported:
President Richard Nixon felt compelled to join their fellow Democrats in their
expressions of outrage and indignation at the Republican president’s behavior -
(Alexander 2003c: McCarthy 1974), By contrast. during the televised Clinton
impeachment hearings in 1998, the Democrats on the House panel distanced
themselves from the script, refusing to participate seriously in what Republican -
leaders tried to perform as a tragic public event (Mast 2003, this volume). Their "
refusal destroyed the verisimilitude of the social drama. Actors on both sides of
the aisle seemed “political.” offering what appeared 1o he contrived and artifi-
cial performances. Despite the tried-and-true authenticity of the political script
the pelitical drama faifed because the actors could not. or would not, fuse with
their parts.
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The causal import of acting to performative success is so large that even
bad plays can be a great theatrical success. “We know where a bad play has
chieved world fame.” Stanislavski ([1934] 1989 52) said. “because of having
been re-created by a great actor.” Simmel (1968: 93) also emphasized that
‘the “impression of falsehood is generated only by a poor actor.™ If an actor
xperiences flow, then he or she has succeeded in fusing with the seripted role.
The idea. according to Stanisiavski. is “to have the actor completely carried
way by the play” so that “it all moves of its own accord, subconsciously and
jntuitively”™ ([1934] 1989: [3). Only when flow is achieved can the actor fuse
with audience as well, To seem real to an audience, “it is necessary that the
gpectators feel his inner relationship to what he is saying™ ([1934] 1989: 249,
original italics; cf. Roach 1993: 1617, 218).

.. Even the best acting, however, cannot ensure that the audience gets it right,

The challenge of reception: re-fusing andience with performative text

One-sided culturalist and pragmatic theories share one thing in commen: each
eliminates the contingent relationship between performative projection and
audience reception. Viewing performance purely in textual terms, semioticians
tie audience interprefation directly to the dramatic intentions of the actors and

. the culture structure that performance implies. The role of the spectator, accord-
- ing to Pavis (1988: 87). is simply to decipher the mise-en-scéne, (o “receive and

interpret . . . the system elaborated by those respensible for the production,”
If such a theoretical position makes psychological identification and cultural

. exlension seem easy to achieve, then the purely pragmatic position makes it

seem virtually impossible. The founder of audience response theory. Iser (198(:

- 109-10), spoke about “the fundamental asymmetry between text and reader,”

asserting that the “lack of commeon sitwation and a common frame of refer-
ence” is so large as to create an “indeterminale, constitutive blank.” Speaking
in a more historical vein, his French counterpart, Leenhardt (1980), observed
that “with the formation of a new reading public,” the “organic relationship
to the producer has nearly disappeared.” The “codes of production of literary
works™ have now become utterly “alien” to the “spontaneous codes of readers™
(1980: 207-8).

It is a mark of soctal and cultural complexily that the audience has become
differentiated from the act of performance. Reception is dictated neither by
background nor foreground representations, nor by social power, effective direc-
tion, or thespian skill. Yet neither is reception necessarily in conflict with them.
Every dramatic effort faces uncertainty, but re-fusion is still possible,

Boulton (1960) articulated this contingent possibility when she described the

audience as the third side of “the great triangle of responses which is drama.”
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Will the audience remain apart from the performative experience, or will it b
“cooperative,” proving itself capable of “submitting itself to a new experience’

wrote, an sudience is “sharing in the lives of imaginary people nol altogethe

alyst who created psychodrama, I. L. Moreno, focuses afso on the contingent
relation between audience and stage and on the manner in which this gap is
bridged by identification. *The more the spectator is able to accept the emo-
tions, the role, and the developments on the stage as corresponding to his own
private feelings, private roles, and private developments, the more thoroughly
wilt his attentions and his fantasy be carried away by the performance™ (Moreno
1975: 48). The puradox that defines the patient-performance is “that he is iden-
lifying himself with something with which he is not identicul,” Overcoming
this paradox is the key to therapeutic success: “The degree.to.which the speg-

vccasion.”

The audience-performunce split also has precccupied the theatrical avant-
garde, Some radical dramatists. such as Breclit ( 1964) or the Birmingham school
of cultural studies (Hall and Jefferson 1976). have sought to accentuate de-
fusion, in theory or in practice, in order to block the cultural extension of dom:
inant ideology. By far the greater tendency among radical dramatists, however,
has been the effort to overcome the de-fusion that makes theatrical performance
artificial and audience participation vicarious and attenuated. Avant-garde per-
formances have tried to create llow experiences. to transform mere theatre into
rituals where script, actors, and audience become one. In his 1923 Geneva
address, Copeau ([1923] 1935, in Auslander 1997: 16) observed that “there are
nights when the house is full. yet there is no audience before us,” The true
audience is marked by fusion, when its members “sather [and] wait together in
a common urgency, and their tears or lnughter incorporate them almost physis
cally into the drama or comedy that we perform.” Exactly the same language
of re-fusion is deployed fifty vears later by Brook (1969) when he describes.
the aim of his “Holy Theatre.” Only when the process of “representation na
longer separates actor and audience, show and public” can it “envelop them”
in such a manner that “what is present for one is present for the other,” On a
“good night.” he comments. the audience “assists™ in the performance rather:
than maintaining “its watching role™ (1969: 127). :

Postmodern theatrical analysts are acutely aware of the fact that “theatre i
attended by the ‘non-innocent’ spectator whose world view. cultural under:
standing or placement. class and gender condition and shape her/his response

(1960: 196-97)7 Boulten pointed here to the psychological identilication of:
audience with enacted text, By “accepting a sample of life and tasting it.” she .

unlike known live persons,” (1960: 196-97). Tt is revealing that the psychoan-

tator can enter into the life upon the stage, adjusting his own feelings to what
is portrayed there, is the measure of the catharsis he is uble to obtain on this
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(Asmn and Savona 1991: 120). Film and television producers and distributors

{ry to protect their investiments by targeting specific audience demographics and

by stasing test runs that can trigger textual readjustiments in response. Polili-
cians may be committed vocationaily rather than aesthetically and financially

to eenerating an audience, but they display an equally fervent interest in re-
fusing the audience-performance gap. They “keep their ear to the ground™ and
=

try"to eauge “feedback™ from the grassroots in front of whom their social per-

formances are staged. That this testing of the demographics and responses of
potential audiences is now conducted by candidate-sponsored scientific polling

- (Mayhew 1997) does not change the performative principle involved. The goal
remains to achieve performative success by overcoming social-dramatic de-

- fusion.

T large-scale societies were homogeneous, this segmentation of performance

- from an audience would be a matter of layering. Performances are projected
“fiest to an immediate audience of lay and professional interpreters and only

subsequently to the impersonal audience that constitutes the vast beyond {cf.

" Lang and Lang 1968: 36-77). In real life, however, the prebiem is much more
~difficult than this. Audiences are not only separated from immediate contact
~with performers but also are internally divided among themselves. Even after
" the intensely observed ritual ceremoenies that displayed the political consen-
- sus about Nixon's impeachment, poll data revealed that some 20 percent of

Americans did not agree that the President was guilty even of a legal violation,

- 'much less of moral turpitude (Lang and Lang 1983}, In opposition to the vasg
~ majority of Americans, this highly conservative group interpreted the impeach-

ment as political vengeance by Nixon's enemies (O Keele und Mendelsohn

1974,

Copenu ([1923] 1955) rightly linked the fusion of audience and perfor-

“mance to the internal unity of the audience itself, “What I describe as an

andience is o gathering in the same place of those brought together by the

-same need, the same desire, the same aspirations . . . for experiencing together

human emotions ~ the ravishment of laughter and that of poetry — by means
of a spectacle more fully realized than that of life itself” (in Auslander
1997: 16). In complex societies. the main structural barrier to re-fusing social
drama and audience is the fragmentation of the citizenry. Social segmentation
creates not only different interests but also orthogonal sobeultures, “multiple
public spheres™ (Eley [992; Fraser [992), that produce distinctive pathways
for cultural extension and distinctive objects of psychological identifica~
tion. More and less divided by ideology, race, ethnicity, class, religion, and
region, citizen-awdiences can respond to social performances in diametri-
cally opposed ways (Liebes and Katz 1990). For this reason. group-affirming
social dramas are much easier to carry off than universalizing ones. This
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particularistic strategy informs recent identity politics, but it has always been
the default position of social drama in complex societies. When these strie-
tured divisions are exacerbated by political and cultural polarization, the seam:
less re-fusion of audience and performance becomes more difficult still (Hunt
1597),

Whether or not some shared culture framework “really exists” is not, how:
ever, simply a reflection of social structure and demographics. Tt is also a mat-
ter of interpretation. Audience interpretation is a process, not an automatic
result. For example, Bauman (1989) suggested that a consciousness of douy-
bieness is inherent in the interpretation of performance — that every perfor-
mance is compared to an idealized or “remembered” model available from
earlier experience. In other words, audience interpretation does not respond
to the quality of the performative elements per se. Rather, audiences of social
and theatrical dramas judge guality comparatively. Seripts, whether written or
attributed;-ure-compared-to -the -great-and- cenvineing  plots. of carlier-times;
Did the fervor over President Reagan’s trading of arms for hostages constitute
“another Watergate,” or did it pale by comparison (Schudson 1992h; Alexan-
der 19872)? In his role as chair of the House Impeachment Commitiee, how

hearings? How do the participants in today’s presidential debates compare to
the towering model of the Lincoln-Douglas debates that, according to American
mythology (Schudson 1992a), made civil-dramatic history more than a century
aga?

such comparative questions that they keep firmly in mind. If their answers are
negative, even those who are within easy demographic reach will be less likely
to invest their affect in the performance. For those separated further, neither psy-

viding memories that in turn segment perceptions of later performances (Jacobs

rience social drama in a deeper and broadened way. As audiences become
more invelved, performance can draw them out of demographic and subcul-
tural niches into a more widely shared and possibly more universalistic liminal
space.

Conclusion: cultural pragmatics as model and morality

did Representative Henry Hyde's efforts stack up against Sam Ervin’s bravura ™
performance as chair of the Senate Select Committee during the Walergate

When audiences interpret the meaning and importance of social dramas, it is

chological identification nor cultural extension will likely occur, Fragmented -
performance interpretations feed back into the construction of subcultures, pro=

2000). If there are some shared memories, by contrast, audiences will expe-

Why are even the most rationalized societies still enchanted and mystified in var-
tous ways? The old-fashioned rituals that marked simpler organizational forms *
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Thave largely disappeared, but ritual-like processes most decidedty remain. Indi-

viduals and collectivities strategically direct their actions and mobilize all their

" available resources. but their instrumental power usually depends on success
“of a cuttural kind. This does not mean that the explanation of their success
“should be purely symbolic. It means that pragmatic and symbolic dimensions

are intertwined.

1tis such a culturai-pragmatic perspective that has informed this work. [ have
developed a macro model of social action as cultural performance. In the first
section, I proposed that performances are composed of a small number of ana-
lytically distinguishable elements, which have remained constant throughout
the history of social life although their relationship to one another has markedly
changed. In the second sectien, I demonstrated that, as social structure and cul-
ture have become more complex and segmented, so the elements that compose
performance have become not only analytically but also coneretely dilferenti-
ated, separated, and de-fused in an empirical way. In the third section, I showed
that whether social and theatrical performances succeed or fail depends on
whether actors can re-fuse the elements of which they are made, In the fourth
section. 1 explored the challenge of modern performance by investigating the
complex nature of the demands that each of its different elements implies.

In simpler societies, Durkheim believed ([1912] 19953), rituals are made at
one time and place, after which the participants scatter to engage in activities
ol a more instrumental and individualistic kind. In complex societies. things
are rarely so cut and dried. All actions are symbolic to some degree. [n social
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science, it is best to convert such dichotomous either/or questions into mattey
of variation. The aim is to discover the invariant structures that vary and t
stggest the forees that propel this change over time.
In complex societies, the relative autonomy und concrele mterdependenc
(Kane 1991) of performative ¢lements ensures variation both within ang:
between groups. Even for members of relatively homogencous communities
performances will range from those that seem utterly authentic to those thy
seem utierfy false, with “somewhat convincing.” “plausible,” and “unlikely bu
not impossible™ coming somewhere in between, For performances that projec
across groups, the range is the same, but attributions of authenticity are mad
less frequently. Such attributions also can be seen to vary broadly across h
torical time.,
It might be worthwhile to offer a figurative rendering of the discussion
have presented here. Figure 1.9 presents a graphical, highly simplified schema
tization. The x-axis plots the variation in social and cultural structures, from
simpler to more complex; the y-axis plots the elements that wmpo.se/or___dmz
a performance, from fused to de-fused. Three empirical lines are plotted in ;
hypothetical way, The higher horizontal plot line (a) traces performances tha
achieve fusion — ritual or ritual-like status — no matter what the degree of socia
complexity. The lower horizontal plot line (b) graphs failed performances, o1
those that fail to re-fuse the elements of performance. once again without regard
for the state of social complexity. The diagonal plot line (c) graphs the average
expectations for successful performance, which decline in stepwise and sym:
metrical fashion with each increment of social complexity. It has a downward
45-degree slope, for each increase in social and cultural complexity stretches
farther apart - farther de-fuses — the elements of performances. which makes
success that much more difficult to achieve. Performances above the diago-
nal (c) are more successful than expected, given the historical conditions of
performance; those below are less.
Wiariness about authenticity is intrinsic to the pluralism and openness of coms
plex societies, whether ancient, modern. or postmodern social life. Nietzsche
([1872] 1956: 136) bemoaned that “every culture that has lost myth has lost,
by the same token, its natural and healthy creativity.” But {rom a moral peint
of view, it is often healthy to be skeptical of myths, to see through the efforts
of actors to seamlessly re-fuse the elements of performance. When political
democracy made its first historical appearance, in ancient Greece, Plato (1980)
feared that demagogy might easily sway the polis to undertake immoral acts.
in terms of the perspective set out here, Plato was an implacable opponent
of performance, deeply suspicious of its cultural-pragmatic effects. In one of
his dialogues, he portrayed a master of oratory, Gorgias, as bragging about its

extraordinary persuasive powers. *“You might well be amazed, Socrates, if you

KNeEw . ..

“exclaims:
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that oratory embraces and controls almost all other spheres of human
. The orator can speak on any subject against any opposition in such

detivity .
' Socrates answered caustically,

&’ way as to prevail on any topic he chooses.™

“relativizing peformative skill by conanecting success to mere audience accep-

ance.."The orator need have no knowledge of the truth abourt things,” Socrates..
“it is enough for him to have discovered a knack of convincing the
tgnorant that he knows more than the experts.” Socrates continues in an equally

sarcastic vein: *What happens is that an ignorant person is more convincing than

- the expert before an equally ignorant audience. Am 1 right?” Gorgias responds

cynically. asking: *Isn’t it a great comfort, Secrates. to be able to meet special-
ists in all the other arts on equal terms without going to the trouble of acquiring
more than this single one?” By this time, Socrates is furious. He acknowledges
that orators need “*a shrewd and bold spirit together with an aptitude for dealing
with men,” but he denies that it can be called an art. “Oratory certainly isn’t a
fine or honorable pursuit,” he avows; indeed, “the generic name which I should

give it is pandering.” As a moral philosopher, Plato sees sincerity as the victim
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of performance. He insists that “the supreme object of a man’s efforts, in public
and in private fife, must be the reality rather than the appearance of goodness.”

From the normative point of view, performative fusion must be unmasked,
and rational deliberation provides the means. From a cultural-sociological per-

spective, however, embracing rationality as 2 norm does not mean seeing social -

action as rational in an empirical way. Culture is less toolkit than storybook.,
Why else are critical efforts to question a performance almost always accom-

panied by creative efforts to mount counterperformances in turn {Alexander -
2004)? Re-fusion remains critically important to complex societies. One must -

insist that social power be justified and that authority be accountable, but one
also must ackrowledge that even the most democratic and individuated societies
depend on the ability to sustain collective belief. Myths are generated by ritual-

like social performance (Giesen, this volume), Only if performances achieve

fusion can they reinvigorate collective codes, allowing them to be “ubiquitous

and unnoticed, presiding over the growth of the child’s mind and interpreting...

to the mature man his life and struggles,” as Nietzsche ([1872] 1956: 136-7)
astutely observed.

Notes
Tam grateful to the members of the Yale-Konstanz seminars for feedbuck on earlier
versions of this essay, snd particularly to Bernhard Giesen and Jason Mast.
1. The aim of the present chapter is to devetap theory at the middle range. For a more

metatheoretical investigation of the intellectuat history of performance theary and.

its relationship to more textual cultural theories, and For the positioning of cultural
pragmatics vis-i-vis other contemporary theoretical orientations in the social sciences
and humanities, sce Alexander and Mast (introduction, this volume).

. Because Durkheim is the founder of virtually every strong program for cultural anal-

I3

ysis in the human sciences (Smith and Alexander, forthcoming), it is particularly
unfortunate that he equated socially meaninglul symbolic action with ritual rather
than conceptualizing ritual as one moment dlong a continuum of social performance

that ranges from fused to defused. One result has been the very broad usage of “ritual™

as a synonym for symbolic action (e.g. Goffiman 1967: Coilins 2004}, a usage that .
camouflages the contingency of symbolic action. Anather result has heen the restric-
tion of symbolic action to highly integrated and repetitive. i.e. “ritualized,” situations, .

i restriction that conceptualizes uculturat, strategic, and materizalistic “practives” as

taking up the rest of the action space. In his “religious sociology” of aboriginal

societies, Durkbeim wished 1o establish the basic elements of a cultural sociology of

contemporary life. While he succeeded in taying the foundations for such a theory, he -

failed to sufficiently differentiate, in an analytical manner. the conditions for symbolic
action in simpler and more compiex sacieties. He could not have tully succeeded in
his ambitian, then, without the kind of differentiated and variable theory of the social
conditions for symbolic activity [ am presenting here,
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3. Normative theorizing about the deliberative aspects of democracy has been aller-
gic to its aesthetic and symbolic dimensions, implicitly equating the latter with
,':nzi-dcmocratic. irrationalist commiiments. The cultural pragmatics of social per-
formance can provide an important corrective. For their part, Marxian hegemony
and Foucauldian power-knowledge perspectives fail to conceptualize the myriad of
contingencies that successful symbolic reproduction entails. It is very difficult to
hyphenate power with knowledge and to gain the fusion that is indicated by an audi-
ence’s inability to perceptually differentiate these two dimensions.

4, “The undertaking had all the signs of a well-planned operation . . . The rtain had
stepped. and some people showed up with lanterns to supplement the bright moonlight
that row illuminated the scene . .. As work progressed. a lurge crowd gathered at
the wharl 10 watch the proceedings in silent approval. It was so quict that a witness
standing at some distunce could hear the steady whack-whack of the hatchets . . .
“This s the most magnificent Movement of all,” wrote John Adams in his diary the
next day. “There is a Digrity, a Majesty, & Sublimity in this last Effort of the Patriots

. that T great admire . ., This Destruction of the Tea,” he concluded, ‘is so bold. sa
daring 1o form, intrepid. and inflexible. and it must have so important Consequences
and so lasting, that [ cannot but consider it as an Epacha {sic] in History™ ™ (Lubaree
1979 1d4d-5).

3. The relative autonomy of the “actor” element in contemporary social drama was
demanstrated in 4 world-historical manner by US Secretary of State Colin Powell,
whose 1elevised speech (o the United Nations Security Council on February 3, 2003,
provided the crucial fegitimation that allowed America and its allies to launch the
Traq war. By that late date, billions of dotlars had been spent already on prepacation,
American military forces were primed and ready, and the most powerful military and
political feaders in the world’s most powerful nation were intent on launching the
invasion. By their awn accounts, however. they felt that they could ot do so unless the
war was legitimated on the public stage. This legitimation depended on making the
case that Saddam Hussein possessed weapons of mass destruction (WMDs) and that
their use was imminent. After several failed efforts 1o prepare for such a performance,
those who were directing it decided that only one man could play the eritical role,

tn the foltowing account, the veteran reporter Bob Woodward continually makes. . ...

resort to performative concepts. inciuding rehearsal, preparation, background scripts,
symbolic polarization, actor motivation and skillfulness, mise-en-seéne, the reading
ol audience perspective. the role of eritics, and sudience response.

[President George] Bush and [National Security Advisor Condoleezza] Rice
had asked the CEA to put together the best information in a written document
~ the “slam dunk”™ case [for WMDs)| that {CIA Director Gearge] Tenet had
promised . . . The President was determined to hand the evidence over to
experienced lawyers who could use it to make the best possible case. The
document was given to . .. Scooter Libby . . . On Saturday. Januzry 23, Libby
gave a lengthy presentation in the Sitwation Room . . . Holding & thick sheaf
of paper, Libby outlined the latest version of the case against Saddam . . .
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The mast important response came from Tormer presidential assistant] Karen
Hughes. As a commuaications exercise. she said, it didn’t work . ., This wasa
communicutions problent, not a legal one . . . Se who then should present the
public case?. .. Powell was the logical choice .. . To have maximum credibility,
it would be best to go counter 1o type and everyone knew that Powell was soft
on Traq [and | when Powell was prepared, he was very persuasive . .. “[want you
to do it,” Bush told the Secretary of State. *You have the credibility to do it.”
Powell was flattered to be asked to do what no one else could. Rice and Hughes
told Powell that he should get three days [or the presentation to the Security
Council. .. *Noway.” Powell said. “I'm doing itonce.” Okay. [then| it might be
three or four hours long. *No, it won't,” Powell insisted. “You can’t hold these
guys for three to Four hours.” They would fall asleep . . . Powell won agreement
that the length and content would be his decision . . . Public expectation was

building on Powell's presentation, Newspaper stories and eable television were

running with it hard: Will Poweil deliver a knockout blow? What does he have?

What secrets will finally be let out of the box? Will Saddam be exposed? Will

Powellhave an Adlai Stevenson moment? Will- Suddam fold? Will Powell fold?

Powell was well aware that the credibility of the United States, of the presideat,
and his owr, were going (0 he in the Security Council room thatday . . . After the
final rehearsal in Washington, Tenet announced that he thought their case was
tronclad . . . “You're coming with me,” Powell said. He wanted Tenet sitting
behind him atthe U.N. as a visible, on-camera validation ol the presentation, as
it the CIA director were saying each word himself. Fenet was not the on] y prop.
Powell had 2 sound and light show, audios and visuals 10 be presented on large
hanging monitors in the Security Council chamber, He even had g teaspoon of
stmulated unthrax in a small vial to wave around. Millions around the world
watched and listened on live television . . . Dressed in a dark suit and red tie,
hands clasped on his desk, Powel| begaa cautiously . . . He hud decided to add
his personaf interpretation of the intercepts |of [raqi military conversations] o
his rehearsed seript, taking them substantially further and casling them in the

most negative light . . . He had learned in the Army that meaning had to be
explained in clear English . . . The secrelary’s presentation ook 76 minutes

[but] the mixture of understaterment. averstatement and personal passion made
for riveting television. Mary McGrory, the renowned liberal columnist for the
Wasiington Post, and a Bush critic. wrote in the lead column for the next d

ay's
op-ed page. . .. “I can only say that he Persuaded me, and [ was us tough
as France to convinee . . . I'm not ready for war yet. But Colin Powell has

convinced me that it might be the only way to stop a fiend, and that if we do
go, there is reason.” (Woodward 2004: 288-3173)

6. Twentieth-century linguistic theory — which was central in creating social under-
standings of discourse — was marked by a struggle between structuralism and prag-
matics. The present theoretical effort can be understood a8 a sociological extension,

and reformulation, of the series of fundamentally significant philosophical-linguistic

S Alesander, J. C. 1982-3. Theoretical Logic in Sociology. Berkeley: University of Cali-
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efforts to transcend this divide. e.g. Bakhtin's (1986) concepts of dialozue and
speech genre. Fakobson’s dypamic synchrony (1990 64) sz'l code/message schcfna
(1987 60), and Morris™ (1938} syntactic-semantic-pragimatic mo.del.v_.l am 'u]sn lf’l'
lowing upon. while challenging and revising. significant synthetic efforts in socio-
loeical theory, e.g. Swidler {1986). Sewell (1992). and most especially Emirhayer
_ zm?l Mische (1998}, which is closest to the analytic synthesis t am pursuing here.
- As these latter efforts suggest. twentieth-century sociological theory was marked by
‘4 sharp tension between pragmatic and structursl approaches, aguinst which some
of my own earlier theoretical efforts were directed as well (Alexander 1998, 1987h,
1987¢, 1982-3).
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From the depths of despair:
performance, counterperformance,
and “September 117

Jeffrev C. Alexander

Introduction

. : eneetiva R et nolitical « after estab-
Afier introducing a perspective on terrorism as posi-political and after e

“1ishing the criteria for success that are immanent in this form of anti-political
'éc':tioz: this essay iaterprets September 11, 2001 and its aftermath inside a

cultural-sociological perspective. After introducing a IT]EICI”O-ITI(?LEC] of social
performance that combines structural and semiotic with pragmatic and pow?r—
oriented dimensions, 1 show how the terrorist attack on New Yorl\'. City
and the counterattacks that immediately occurred in response can be viewed
as an iteration of the performance/counterperformance dialectic that began
decades. indeed centuries. ago in terms of the relation of Western C‘)\'pallﬁl'()ll
and Arab-Muslim reaction. 1 pay careful attention to the manner in wl-nch
the counterperformance of New Yorkers and Americans develops an ide-
alized, liminal alternative that inspired self-defense and outrage. lezl‘dmg to
exactly the opposite performance results from those the al-Qaeda terrorists had
intended. .

To understand the sociological processes that created “Seplember 117 (here-

“after also referred o as *9/117) and what ranspired politically, morally, and

humanly during that tragic time and its aftermath, and also to ur_]dersmnd how
to prevent a tragic eternal return, we must reflect on the lheoretic.u] prcsup_po-
sitions that underlic our empirical perceplions. We need to theorize terrorism
differently, thinking of its violence less in physical and instrumental U:‘rms th';m
as a particularly gruesome kind of symbolic action in a complex performative
field. If we do. we will understand. as well, how the American response to that
terror thwarted its nihilistic intention and estubiished a counterperformance
that continues to structure the cultural pragmatics of national and international
politics today.
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Terrorism as ( post)political

Terrorism can be understood as a for
type. It is distinguished first by the
in contrast to a politics th
that rests. like those of nost ration-states in their fo
odic but discrete application of coercion and torce. Terrorism is distinguishec
second. by the isolation of its practitiorers, in contrast not only
nal character of mass organizations but
Leninism, which seeks to est
ideolo

m of political action, one of 5 Very specific

sustained violence of its principal methods;
at relies on organization

and communication or ot
reign relations, on the peri

to the commy
also even 1o the vinguard politics o
ablish thick network rel
2y it can mold and whose solidarity
Finally, terrorism is distingrished by the
Drunk on grandiose delusions of the millenni
worldly success impossible in realistic terms, terrorist ideology cannot spell:
out the politiea] Steps to achieve irs ideological aims. Because of this yawni
gap between ideals and realities, the working ideology of terrorism focuses
almost exclusively on tactics and rather little on broader strategy. Another way
of putting this is to say that terrorism focuses on deeds more than words,
These disjunctions reflect the institutional failures that breed o politics of
terror, which flourishes only in social situations where politics. in the classical
sense of the term, has not heen atlowed free play (Crick [962). In much of
the contemporary Arab-Islamic world, national and regional institutions have
Hattened drastical] yand have narrowed the dynamics of political will-formation
Discursive, democratic, and humane forms of political expression have become :
impogsible.

Hobsbawm (1959) once called banditry and peasant riots pre-political —
to differentiate them from the militant and sometimes vi
politics that characterized what he took
of his day. Contemporary terrorism migl
the end of political possibility. In thig sen

ations with groups whose:
it can claim.

ng

olent revolutionary
to be the normal, class-war politics -
it be called posi-political. Tt reflects
se, 9711 expresses, and displaces, the

. 1S is post- rather thag pre-political in another
3 (  political impotence is expressed not
butin a hungry will ta power and a
Muslim state,

merely in cultural or metaphysical terms
manifest ambition to rebuild & great Arab-
Rather than defeating its opponents thro
to draw blood. Tts tactics deliver mairmin
inflicting humiliation, chaos. and reciprocal despair, Bey
ambitions lie three destabilizing aims, These
ripples from the initial drawing of blood:

ugh political struggle, terrorism secks
£ and death: they serve

i strategy of
ond these primordial
fow in increasingly powerful
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MH - e A AT 4 =1 ‘helim-
tocreate political instability by murdering key leaders and overwhelir
L Srd 2
i ¢ inunediate political process;
ing the immedi : . . e oF exclimee and
to achieve sociuf instubility by disrupling networks of exchange ang
’ D z ) . . - I3 rs e -y ' -:
by sowing such fear that distrust becomes normal and chaos ensues
and . . e e
o to create moral instability by inducing authorities to IL‘h]JOﬂd 19‘[1](_ e
political and social threats with repressive actions that will deleyiti ma?c
t k i ch repressi ay ne stic
key institutions in their own society. Such repression may hL. dome ¢
) - 3 ) i e - 3 =1 La
or'é'oreiﬁn and it is less a matter of actual engagement in violent an
ey . H o T e
suppressive actions than of how these actions are framed.

The post-political and the civil

.. i e aims? This depends on context.
Does terrorist action typically succeed in these aims? This depends on ¢ nt. t
“Does ste ’ _ hese " This depends on context
~Suceess is a direct function of the authoritarian nature of the regime ag
-y EICCH &

1tt 108 e ~ s |iloa 5 —.wecd
hich terrorism takes aim. Post-political tactics are much less likely to sulLL ¢
whic sm takes ‘ _ e s ey (0 succeed
in societies that allow politics to mediate power, and this is pd[‘llu.l]tl[' ¥y
in societies : o, A s s particulurly the
ase in legitimate, deeply rooted democratic regimes. Post-political action
Cise = cllic, -

H P Tpee - I3 o s E] J.S
 tainly does produce significant, sometimes world-historical, and almost alw ¥
ALEL ; alz .

et e e a ) a Ti\’ii
istetially horrendous effects. In societies that have more developed cil
exis § \ transformative as their initio-
heres, however, such effects are not nearly as transformative as their initis
spheres, hov L

. tors had hoped.

The seemingly demoenic ferocity of terrorists. their ruthless ui';[lslndgnc:zlécj
sacrifice the lives of others and their own, indeed does dra.lw l}]O?d d;w ?led g
ate social and political chaos and instability. T.he sluug]uelrl?o.u‘s.ef ; ?Ein ;.;le
One began with terrorist assassination. Anulrchlst u;il sl\ln‘lzcl;]‘[ll ll{i : ‘112 i?;:;(m TLhe
nineteenth-century America marked new pjum?so anti-cz alis agitation. .
activities of ed Brigades. the Baader-Meinhof gang, and the Wcatht._rm.c‘n
;lnb tllir:;j:eoligg;ﬁ;il eur?y 1970s sent shocbques of ter_ror‘ lh_[-?Ugl,liO.UF Slg-?;é:
cant parts ol the Italian, German, and AHICI’{C&II populations. 'W [;;l:ﬂlglgloq
aroups wreaked terrible havoce in Oklahoma ‘(‘Zuy_ amll cl.se\vherle; in ‘[c: mmi;ﬂ
= Still, none of these lerrorist waves, so el‘[;cctwe in mu;mw_}, [_zos }t‘” il];)
terms, succeeded in translating their immed.me.lactlcal le‘l'lle‘VL‘];(‘.‘['lob e
the bfouder strategic aims of moral delegimmatlc?n Ei{ld reglmc_ C ;chinded
reason is clear: in civil societies, to eschew the‘ [il.CI.EC .01' p()]l[l’(_}_» ;s? L‘cl) _ )L, Pindec
in broader strategic terms. In democratic E?GL‘]D[]ES._ in f)rclel 10:1;;1:;; WGI.}{ q
effects political actors must orient their‘iu(':tlcs to uddresr:a Lh? 1-110‘1 fl r:umm d(;_
that compel the larger popuiation. This is exactly what ‘l-m-ctilsﬁh(: ot do.
It is hardly surprising then that on ﬁeplem[n.et;' I [ﬂ Ltilj:_{;c:]i(:lr:: E}ne {[.“;V pcled
the Twin Towers produced exactly the opposite effect tha v ha
mind.
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It is these signifiers that compose a performance’s scripr. Social performance
“cannot be reduced to background culture. Perfermance is initiated because
actors have particular, contingent goals. Scripts are cultural, but the reverse
is not equally true: background cultures are not themselves scripts. It is not
“culture” that creates scripts, but pragmatic efforts o praject particular cultural
fmeanings in pursuit of practical goals.

:Seripts narrate and choreograph conflicts among the sacred, profane. and
mundane. An effectively scripted narrative defines compelling protagonists and
rightening anfagonists and pushes them through a series of emotionally laden
ncounters. Such agonistic action constitutes a plot. Through plotted encoun-
ters. social dramas create emotional and moral effects. Their audiences may
perience excitement and joy if the plots are romances or comedies, or pity
ind suffering if they are melodramas or tragedies, If the scripted narrative is
~effective and if the performance of the plot ks powerlul. the audience experi-
nees cagharsis, which allows new moral judgments to form and new lines of
social action to be undertaken in tum,

‘The scripts of social dramas initially are imagined by would-be authors and
ents (Turner 1982). These scripts actually might be written before u perfor-
marnce begins. but they also may be emergent, crystallizing only as the drama
nfolds. Here, the dramas thal scripts are meant to inspire aim al audiences
mposed of the publics of complex civil societies. The acrors in these sociul
ramas may be institutional authorities or rebels, activists or couch potatoes,
political leaders or foot soldiers in social movements, or the imagined publics
ofengaged citizens themselves. The motivations and patterns of such actors are
ffected deeply, though are not controlled. by directors. In social dramas, these
are the organizers, ideologists. and leaders of collective action (Eyerman and
dmeson 1991}

Sccial-dramatic action can be understood, in these terms, by the theatrical

oncept of the mise-en-scéne, literally, putting into the scene. Such dramatic

nactment requires control over the means of svmbolic prodicrion. which sug-

‘gests a stage, a seting, and certain elementary theatrical props. For social

‘dramas, control over such means points to the need to create platforms for

‘performance in the public imagination and, eventually, to create access to such

ediaof transmission as television. cinema, newspapers, radio, and the Internet.

This broad sociological elaim about the ineffectiveness of terrorism in a civil
society might be countered by pointing to earlier terrorist movements. from
the Irish and South African to the Zionist and Palestinian. which seemingly
did achieve institutional success. It would take a different and much more
coinparative essay to respond fully to such counterclaims. Here T focus only oﬁ
one terrorist act. Yet we might consider the Palestinian Liberation Orzanizatio
{PLQO) as one brief case in point. While it first came to world allention thmuUh
acts of terror, the PLO began to achieve its aims of territory and quasi- smtehood
only later, during the years of Intifadel (uprising). .

This youth-centered, stone-throwing protest movement against lsraeli oce
pation engaged not in murderous, post-political terrorism but in highly effective
political dramaturgy (Liebes 1992a, 1992b). The young Palestinian “Davids
created sympathy. not only outside Israel but also within it, for their struggle
against the Israeli military “Goliaths.” What eventually followed was an occd:

_sionally enthusiastic_but more often resigned acceptance of the Palestinian ¥
national ambition among influential segments of the Israeli public that had
been steadfast in their opposition to the PLO during its terrorist days.

A dramaturgical framework of politics

Despite the critical importance of politics. the difficulty that terrorism has:
gaining success cannol be explained in purely instrumental terms. Success
failure in politics is not a game. It neither responds simply to available resourc
nor is guided exclusively by rational choice. Terrorism has a moral referenc
and its understanding demands a cultural-sociological frame. '

We must consider terrorism as a form not only of political but also of symbol
action. Terrorism is a particular kind of political performance. It draws blood
literally and feuratively — making use of its victims® vital fiuids to throw,
striking and awful painting upon the canvas of social life. It aims not only
kill hut in and through killing aims also to gesture in a dramatic way. [n Austinia
(1957) terms, terrorism is an illocutionary force that aims for perlocutionar
effect.

Performative actions have both a manifest and latent symbolic reference
Their explicit messages take shape against background structures of immiang
meaning. In other words, soctal performances, like theatrical ones, symboliz
particular meanings only because they can assume more general, taken-fo
granted meaning structures within which their performances are staged. Pe
formances select among, reorganize. and make present themes that are implicit
in the immediate swrround of social life — though these are absent in a.]i
eral sense. Reconliguring the signifieds of background signifiers. performance
evoke o new set of more action-specific signifiers in turn.

The elements of performative success and failure

Whén theatrical dramas are successful, there emerges a kind of *fusion™ between
lese diverse elements of performarnce. a coming together of background mean-
B8, actors, props, seripts, direction, and audience. Actors seem really to “be”

eir role. Their performances are experienced as convincing. as authentic.
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Audiences, sometimes literally but always figuratively, forget for the mome
that they are in a theatre or movie house. The performance has achiey
verisimilitude, the aesthetic quality of seeming to be real.

If such triumphant fusion is not easy to produce in theatre. in soeial pé
tormance it is that much more difficult to effect. I small societies with more
simplified and integrated social organization, the social-dramatic task is Ja
challenging than in more complex and less integrated ones. Indeed, the fi
quency with which performative fusion is achieved marks the centrality and
effectiveness of ritual in earlier societies. Even in complex societies, howeve
fusion is still possible, and it frequently is achieved in settings where the ele:
ments of performances can be controlled carefully: between the faithful and
their priest, rabbi, or mullah: between children and their mothers and fathe;
between patients and their doctors and therapists; between motivated employee
and inspiring managers: between partisan audiences and artful orators.

The more complex the society, however, the more often social performances:
~fail-to come together in"convincing, seemingly authentic ways. The more tha
institutional and cultural resources become di fterentinted from one another:
the more political and ideological pluralism atlows conflict — the more commo
performative faiture becomes. In contplex societies, real social rituals are few:
and far between.
Long before postmodern philosophers declared the end of metanarratives, th
metaphysical logic that established the refos of petformances in traditional soci
eties began to disappear. As societies become more complex and cultures le
metaphysical, the elements of social performance become contingent and more
difficult 1o coordinate and control. Action becomes open-ended, and every-
thing can go awry. Rather than being sympathetically infused with teleclogical
prefudice, social dramas become endemically uaconvincing. Actors often seem
inauthentic and manipulated, as if they are puppets and not autonomous indi
viduals, Modern audiences tend to see power at work and not to see meaning,
They attribute to would-be actors instrumental, not idealistic, motivations. -
Performances may fail if any of the elements that compose them are insuffi-
ciently realized, or if the relation among these elements is not articulated in 4
coherent or forceful way. If there is not access to the means of symbolic pro-
duction, for example, the effectiveness of the other elements goes for naught.
Such failure (o gain access o contemparary media might be the product of
soctal distance. powerlessness, poverty, or of the unconvincing and unpopular -
dramatic content of the performance itself.
Even if productions are projected fully onto the public stage, they will fail if :
the roles and institutions mediating audience interpretation do so in a critical
manner. Such interpretive criticism has the effect of separating dramatic inten-
lion from dramatic reception. It alienales actors from audience, de-fusing rather

“Insofar as group understandings of critical performances diverge. their existen-

“complex societies, there seems always to be an absent audience alongside the

' In the face of conservative claims about the clash of civilizations, it seems

Both the Judeo-Christian and the Islamic religious traditions. which in some
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h;mI re-fusing the elements ol performance. In CO]?I]‘J]&I\’ socleties, critics, intel-
actuals. social authorities, and peer groups CO‘nUIIUO%lSly comm'em upon the
cocial-dramatic stream, as do the prql‘es:sional _!OL[I‘ﬂ.zthi'S who. .\wsh‘to appc_ar
;he-rﬁly o report upon it. Buot even if aclcess 15 gumec‘l and }1 performances
re interpreted positively. the thoroughgoing success (_31 a perf{)rmumfe can be
warted ifaudiences are fragmented. Cultural antagonisms :u_u'l/nr social cleav-
a5 can create polarized and conflicting interpretive commnm.u‘es.. A drama that
‘?utterly convincing for one audience-public might seem artificial to another.

ial and moral realities become irreconcilable,

performative faifures allow the law of unintended consequences to E:nter
iﬁto the culturad sphere. Social dramas produce u:.lintendc?d |11£e;'preiuimm_;;
they become performative contradictions in tl‘le phitosophical sense. An?bl—)
'guity replaces clarity. There is a doubleness of text. For the social dramas of

putative visible one that performers themselves have in mind. The ﬂbe:il'lL ;mc.li—
ence is likely to understand the performance in a manner that belies its scrl‘pl
‘and the actors™ and director’s intentions. In this way, the total meaning o'[' a
performance is delayed. 1t is deferred beyond a drama’s immediate recepgon
to the andiences waiting “off stage.” In complex societies. then, interpretation
18 marked by différence (Derrida 1978).

The performative contradictions of East versus West

important te begin by emphasizing that, while there are distinctive differences
between the great monotheistic religions of the East and West, in broad compar-
ative terms they share the same general symbolic order to a remarkable degree
(cf. Lapidus 1987: Udovitch 1987; Mirsepassi 2000; Alexander 2001).

significant part have formed the backdrop for their inter-civilizational dynami.cs.:
are dualistic and Manichean. They are relatively “this-worldly”™ and “ascelic”
in Weber’s (1978) terms, and they contain powerful egalitarian strains. Both
have legitimated not only heterodox but also revolutionary movements. F infl]] ¥,
and most tellingly for the present case, each has developed powerful religious
legitimation for jusL. or holy, wars, Drawing from sacred narratives ofjudgmeflt,
each tradition has produced ethical prophecies that legitimate violent means for
holy ends, prophecies that culminate in apocalyptic visions of the pathway to
paradise.” The dichotomies informing the complementary Eastern and Western
narratives of salvation and damnation can be sketched out in a very rough way
(Table 2.1).
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. Atevery point, these economic and political developments were mediated,
* channeled, and crystallized by the background codes and narratives that polar-
ized the East and West as cultural-political regions. The religious orientations
that East and West share in the most generul comparative levms were sore fracted
by social history that moetual misunderstanding became the norm. Indeed, what
. has remained constant through the twists and turns of contingent events is the

Table 2.1 The structire of Eastern and Western
narratives of salvarion and damnation

Socred/Friend Profane/Encmy

Peacelul Violent

Cooperative Anlagonistic

Honest Deceitlul 3 polanzmg cultural logic that forms a background to them. The social perfor-
Equal Dominating “mances on one side are misperceived by audiences on the other. Even when
Rational Irrational " Western actors are scripled and are played as sincere protagoenists, they pass
Solidaristic Fractious fluidly. artfully. and authentically into the position of antagonists in the scripts
Ethical Instrumental _ that emerge {rom the perceptions of the “Eastern”™ side. At the same time, when
Honerable Corrupt Islamic scripts portray Eastern actors as protagonists in leading roles. they are
Faithful Cynical * easily reinterpreted as antagonistic “others™ in the eyes of Western :JLE(HCI‘ICCS.

There is nto better llustragion of this performative contradiction than the
Jihad. Created as a violent means for religious-cum-political purification within
medieval Lslam (Black 2001), the jihad was applicd to Western occupiers in a
" later historical time (Kepel 2002). For its Islamic practitioners and key sec-
* tions of Tslamic audiences, this modern jiliad is viewed as a sacred and highly
- demanding performance of holy war. For its non-Istamic victims and audi-
ence, the perfarmance of jifad is interpreted in precisely the opposite manner,
" as an authentic demonstration of the poliuted and demonic qualities of Islam
itself.

The most recent and most highly consequential emplotments on this
-~ tragic contrapuntal cufture structure resulted from American performances in
. Afghanistan in the 1980s and the Gulf War in the 1990s. The Afghan war, despite
" its apparent triumph for the West, marked a failed performance. for it uninten-
tionally produced an anti-Western understanding in a significant segment of
“its audience. Having helped Islamic insurgents dislodge the Soviet occupation
of Afshanistan. a defeat that significantly contributed to the larger project of
destabilizing the Communist “cvil empire,” the United States declared victory
- and withdrew. This triumphal exit was interpreted as typical Western indiffer-
“ence by the national and religious formations that framed the anti-Soviel war
from their own, radically different point of view. This construction of Jewish—
© Christian—American infidelity is what generated the first wave of organized
anti-American jfilae, a vicious and determined counterperformance.

. The interpretation of the Gull War and its aftermath followed a similar pat-
~tern. Presented to Western audiences as a virtuous war of liberation, it merely
served to confirm Western deceit and aggression to groups of radical Islamic
" nationalists, The post-war United Nations (UIN) treaty, which allowed Iraq con-
tinued soversignty while sharply curtailing its economic and military freedom,

If the same semiotic code supphes the signifiers for the sacred political
actions in both religious and civilizational traditions, why do groups repr
senting these civilizations stand today in such dangerous conflict? The reason
is that mediated through a series of historical developments, the signifieds of
{hese signifiers have become strikingly, even fatefully. different. The Christian
Crusades, the geapolitics of the Mogul and Ottoman Empires, the military tri-
umphs of European empire — through such historical developments as these;
the shared signifiers of the great monotheistic religions became connected with
concrete signifieds that conveyed not their mutual understanding of the sacred
and profane but extraordinary cultural difference and social antagonism. Over
the long course of historical time, and with tragic und sometimes terrifying con:
sequences, there gradually emerged the pronounced tendency for the Islamic
and Judeo-Christian refigio-political civilizations to embody evil for each other.
What has developed is a self-reinforcing system of cultural-cum-social polariza:
tion, in which the sacralizing social dramas ol one side have been the polluting

dramas of the other.

From the mid-twentieth century, this system of performative contradiction
has been fueled by such proximate social and political developments as Israeli
statehood: the failure of pan-Arabism and economic modernization in the
regions of the Islamic crest; the increasing retative and often absolute impov-
erishment of what once was called the Third World; the globalization of cap-
ital markets and the undermining of national sovereignty; the rise of feminist
movements: American displacement of France and Britain as the pre-eminen
capitalist and military power; and the end of the bipolar world and the emergence
of America’s asymmetrical military, cultural, and economic position.
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was regarded widely at the time of the war's conclusion as reasonably mot
vated and humane in its concerns. During the course of the |
the treaty provisions — and the treaty’s steadfast and aggressive American ag
British guarantors — came to be regarded, first b
the region and subsequently by many humanitarian agencies and critical intef

again, the unintended consequences of performative action had intensified th
polarizing understandings of earlier misinterpretations. These
tions inspired Islamic radicals to eng
counterperformances in turn.

These tragic misperformances recall another w

age in new and even more destructiv,

ar-ending misinterpretatio

Allies wrote the Treaty of Versailles after World War One their strategic

final document, were also scripts thal allowed leaders to project. perform
to their French. American, and British audiences back home. Not surprisingly
German audiences read these performances in a very different manner. Even-
tually, a talented but malevolent Austrian political actor wrote a new script
holy war and directed Germany’s tragic performance in it. The Western world
has come to rue that day.

Initial success: bin Laden assembles the performative elements
of terror

Osama bin Laden was another world-historical actor who would lead another

infamous but highly effective demagogue before him, bin Laden responded to
the social despair and the motdering anger that marked significant segments
of his home audience — in this case an Arab-Islamic. not a German, one.?
Activist in the anti-Soviet holy war and embittered, impatent observer of the
Western occupation of Saudi Arabia during and after the Gulf War, bin Laden
proved himsell to be enormously effective in staging the next phase of the
contrapuntal performance cycle of East versus West, He imagined how a new
kind of performance could be staged in the conditions of today. His innovation
was (0 turn terrorism into mass murder

and io place this counterperformance
on the world stage, Bin Laden not only imagined himself as the protagonist of
a massively organized and globally televised jifiad, but he also had the awfuyl
artfulness and the personal resources to actually place himseif in the center of
the real thing,

Because bin Laden was rich and well connected, he possessed the resources
to hire “actors™ for a vastly larger terrorist organization than ever had been put

990s, however,

y radical Islamic groups ip

lectuals around the world. as selfish, militaristic, and even orientalist. Once:

audience reac:

that became, equally unwittingly, a war-starting one. When the triumphant:

aim was
to secure a long-term international peace. But the treaty negotiations, and the

ances.

for

“people” in counterperformance against the Westin another time. Like that other
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‘wather before, and he also had the networks to find possible actors and to inter-
-tqzw them before allowing them to join his production leam?:. But more than
:;sources were involved. Bin Laden was churis‘matic u_nd' creative. He h"lfl areal
feeling for the story line, the traditional Islamic agor'nstlc Fhat- plol‘ied v:ﬂrt'u‘rjm?
al-Qaeda heroes fighting for their sacred h(m(_)r against vli_lzlmous. Amc.ru.fm.s.
with money in their hearts and blood on their hands. This cunnn.lg. cl1_reum
eétablished secret training camps that allowed backstage rehearsals for the pub-

- lic performances to come. In these protected spaces. fresh recruits were coached

on how they could assume the parts assigned to them faithfully and convine-
.iﬂn]y in the al-Qaeda script. When the new “method” could be assumed with
il

" utter authenticity, the actor-terrorists were released into “performance {eams,

which secretly prepared for the full-dress production of martyrdom in Western

" lands.*}

But perhaps what most distinguished bin Laden was hiﬁ ability to command
the means of symbolic production. He needed a worEL.l\wde stage un.cl means
for murder on a scale far larger, and more dramaturg;cul]_y compelling, tha_n
he ever before had been able to acquire, His demonic :gt?nlus was (o lf_:uch his
would-be martyrs vet another role — that of student-visitors to ‘Amenca who
were eager to learn to fly the big planes. Once the actor-terrorists Pos_scssed
this skill. they could commandeer passenger jets that already were inside the
American staging area. With these props, the martyr-terrorists could attack and
could try to destroy the symbols of polluted power that were central to [hc
emotional dynamics of their script. If they were fortunate, Lh‘ey also could kill
thousands of Americans, and other Westerns, who were outside the passenger
plane. If this occurred. then the bin Laden performance of filiad would possess

idest possible public stage.
[heA\: the \forld leari&:d at 9:03 a.m. on September 11, 2001, bin Laden’s p.er-
formance of mass terrer unfolded with barely a hitch. It created a shcwé{lr?g
narrative of gothic horror that unfolded. in agonizing and simultancous detail,

=-before an audience of hundreds of millions. The terrorist-martyr-actors suc-

ceeded in destroying polluted icons of modern American capitalism, the Twin
Towers. which evocatively symbolized their atheistic Western enemy. "'fhc ter-
rorist performances created not only unprecedented phys‘ical destruction and
loss of life hut also moral humiliation and emotional despair, and they captured
the world’s media attention for days on end. _ '

In purely sociological terms — which for the sake of analysis must br'flclcet
normative considerations — this performance surely marked an extraordinary
achievement. So many personnel and so much materief had to be or.gunized and
directed. The scripts had to be refined so continuously. The terrorists’ .melhod
acting had to be sustained so continuously. So many failures were possible, yet
in the end, the play went on.
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The audience responds: Joy and despair as interpre
of the terror-performance

Yes. the play went on. but with what result
intended effect? Was the plot, when enacted
Jjust cause? Did the physical destruction lead
bility and chaos to political imbalance
lization is both objective and subjective
symbolically: the objects of cathexj
understood. Because traumas

? Did the performance have it
L perceived as martyrdom fg
beyond immediate social ing
and moral delegitimation? Destal;
. Emotions are coded and regulate
$ simply are not felt byt stmultaneously
are subject to interpretation. different bac g
understandings led to different reactions and, eventuall

Y. lo different paths fo

Such considerations point to the fragmentation that m
societies. If the elements of artful staging
successfully together. 5o indeed is the
are-many-ditferent audiences: and their reictions (o the s
are framed by fiercely incompatible scripts. It was the
the separation of audience from performance -
separated audiences into different and often h
spaces ~ that made the initial success of the te
the response to it at most only a partial success

The events on tha morning of September 11 play
ferent viewing g

arks contemporary;
are defused. and are difficalr to bring
audience, In most public ev

ame event often
tilure Lo understangd
and the fragmentation of these
ermetically sealed interpretive
reorist jiad so short-lived ag

ed before profoundly dj
hailed the performance
authoritatively, sometime
actien and triumph wer,
8, real perforntative fusion was obtained in
ike. Terrorists were perceived
gone on to their heavenly rew:
would trear them. too, in an a
this world-historical dram
bin Laden became an object of extraordinari
lionized as a hero, mythologized in
T-shirts thar were displayed like tote
of his triumphant words were reproduced
and compact disc. The fusion among
was indeed impressively achieved.

When jihad emerged in medieval

roups. Many Arab-Islamic audiences
with great applause. The Arab streels, it was reported
danced with joy. Armong
passed quietly. Among these aroup
the destruction’s immediate w

Arab elites, emails of satisf

as martyrs who ha
ird. The infidels had been punished, and Allaki
ppropriate way. As the producer and director o
protagonist-at-a-distance, Osama.
ly intense identification. He wa_S
an instant. His likeness was emblazed on
2es on human bodies, Recordings
and continuously replayed on videg
seript, performance, actors, and audience
But what about the other audience?
Islamic society, its success did not depend
audience response. Success required only the perform
tion itself. Because social structure
grated, the jiliad message w

a, and indeed as its

ance assassina-
and culture were simpler and more inte-'
d direcily. from the act. In
om the truth.

as readable, clearly an
camplex global society, nothing can be further fr
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'A.t first, however, itappeared that the American uudier?ce might react in Ell man-
e Ri:;tent with al-Qaeda’s seript. As the drama unfolded, \Vestern-v{cw.ers
ne?wnf d objective destruction and experienced fears of persenal annihilation
“ \VIU_ICFT;B 26.:“81; giving way. The unimaginable destruction of giant buildings
Ej ?he vical'iousvexpgrience of mutilation and violent death \\fcre p.u[.pabli‘a.
hocking, and psychologically debilitating. Because W'e%tcr.n viewers [dcr-])l‘l-
od witl; those who were attacked. they experi.enced the injuries us il they were
tiacks on their own buildings, bedies, and minds, _ , .
““That the jaws of destruction had npem.ad ;mc_l the final .duys .were‘ at ['mn)c‘
vere powerful experiences in the immc::cl[ule aftermath of 1]1e‘w1*r01. im:lt‘-gi..h
fjus[ punishment, of hell and damnat@l. are deep and rf:cu;rcn‘l tf‘llelm.s 11:
the Western imagination, and images of the New York City crash site wcr:i
:'Fr'amed by aesthetic archetypes of apocalypse that recalled the late medl‘wa
-paintings of Hieronymus Bosch. Dust blotted out lh_c sun, Day tilrnc_:d o ,ni gi}i}
Peopie caught on fire, sulfocated. and jump'cd to their delath. Hysteria and‘ V_v’ld-
screaming were recorded and were transmitted worldwide. .Stmng men -L.l‘ie :
firefighters and guards and policeman were brought to Lhclr_knees. and [h?y
died ;n abject confusion, gasping for air. In the towers above, 1ju:h and powerlu‘l
‘men and women waited helplessly. their sophisticated Il]:‘JChlm:,’.‘i. uselesrg.._.and.
they died in even greater numbers. Unable to eveke an exphcu]y rell‘glo‘us
framework, commentators and observers evoked metaphors of the long-feared
nightmare of nuelear holocaust te describe the scene, and they soon named the
- crash site “"Ground Zero.”
- Not only physical but also ontological security was lhrealcnec.l, and th?re
.\.vas a specifically American dimension as well. For in the cnm.ur‘y s collective
trnagination, America remained a virgin land (Smith 1950): ashining bea@n Ont
‘a pr;tected hill. It also was imagined as a fortress that foreigners woul'd i()re\'fer
be unable ta breach. Indeed, the nation’s sacred soil had 119L been stained with
American blood since the middle of the second century before. o
.. The innocent honor of this mythical America stood in grave danger of be.mg
polluted on this day. Fear stalked the land. Americans were refuclfmt to pm_]lect
themselves into their environments. There was u real and immedla‘te deﬂa[m'n
of generalized social trust. People stopped driving, stayed away from public
tral:sporlmicm._ and failed to show up for worl. The stock market dipped sharply,
and deposits were withdrawn from banks. Tourism evaporated, and pleasure
traveling disappeared. .

These early American reactions. projected worldwide as denouc-_:mcnt. to the
initial performative act. provided some Arab-Islamic uu?'hences. with evxdenc"e
that the terrorist activity had succeeded not only in its immediate but also in
its ultimate aims. These initial impressions were justifiable, butl they e.ventu-
ally proved incorrect. The structural conditions for fusion proved impossible to
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overcome, and bin Laden’s terrorist performance would be as subject to mi
interpretation as those actions that America once had initiated on its owy
fragmentation of media and crities was a social fact: so were the polarized bag
ground meanings that structured the audiences for the terrorist performance gy

there emerged counterreadings that eventually generated counterperformance

Bin Laden misperforms: American counterreading
and idealization

What was heroism for one audience was terrorism for the other. In fact, the te
rorist pollution and destruction of American core symbols produced, wit
large segments of the American audience, a one-sided idealization in iy

stronger in the hours and days after the event. and worked itself out at.man
different levels of social structure and cultural life. It marked the beginning

continues today. :

This counterreading allowed the nightmare story of terrorist destruction to
retold—by critics, commentators, and reporters; by victims, helpers, and sidelin
observers; and by political, social, and inteflectual leaders who were the ofic
and future directors of American action on the world stage. For themselves an
for their audiences of listeners, viewers, and readers, these groups recast

later. Following upon a series of deeply structured symbolic antitheses — idea

of the effort at destruction, this core actually had grown stronger than eve

reconstituted as an ideal and not as a material thing. Because the center o

rematerialized in the days ahead.

dane vagaries of time and place, from the dust. grime, and bload that marked the
physical terrorist site. It constituted a new imaginary that created an alternative,

global scale. The contrapuntal logic of East—West confrontation continued; qngd

of everything American. This idealization began almost immediately, became

of a counterreading that provided the script for the counterperformance t 14t

humbling and fearful destruction of America as an ennoblin g narrative, one tha :
revealed the strength of an ideal American core.® The existence of this inne

spiritual core was asserted in a matter-of-fact way, as if it had to do neither with:
metaphysics nor metuphor but was a matter of self-evident, natural truth. “The
fire is still burning, but from it has emerged a stronger spirit,” remarked New
York Mayor Rudy Giuliani when he led a memorial service at the site one month

and material, soul and body. light and dark, truth and falsehood — Americans.
described the terrorist destruction as having an effect only on external, physical’
forms. The ideal inner core of America was still intact; indeed, as a result
before. Rather than being threatened or destroyed, the social center was being:

society existed in the imagination, in the nation’s soul, it certainly would be-

This counterreading of the terrorist performance took leave from the mun-
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inal time and space. an existential zone located in the C(?[lective con-
dsness, not in the material world. The new time was symbolized as a new
& dnull date, 9/11, a numerical sequence referring literally 1o an emergency
but whose pragmatic meaning was transformed into an iconic marker of
imels After Septcmbt_r i1, it was remarked continuously, “Nothing has ever
e the same.” The new beginning, in other words, marked the beginning of a
eilfl world.” Transcendent rather than geographic, this new world would {ill in
and would smooth over the crater that threatened the center of American life.
Before 9/11, America had been fractured by social cleavages, by the normal
ncmlmes attendant on social complexity, and even. on occasion. by unspeak-
able hostilities. After 9/11. the national community experienced and interpreted
teelf as united by feeling, marked by the loving kindness d]splayf:q 4mong per-
< s who once only had been friends. and by the civility and solicitude among
hose who once merely had been strangers, There was an intense generaliza-
ion of social attention. which shifted away from specificity. concreteness, and
diosyncrasy (o abstraction. idealization, and universality.® This idealizing emo-
mnal and moral framework spread from the physical to the social world, from
he individual to the collectivity, from the family to the business community,

‘from the city of New York to the American nation, and from the fate of the
'American nation to {Western) civilization itself.

i Before September 11, the giant Twin Towers that struck upward from the

- hottom of Manhattan were perceived routinely, were taken for granted as mun-

dane physical objects. If they were noticed at all, it was for their uglil?ess and
ulgarity and for the intrusive and almost aggressive manner in which they
towered over lower Manhatian life, overshadowing, it was sometimes said, the
ight of “Lady Liberty” herself. By the very act of their destruction, hm.ve\"er,
lie towers moved from the mundane and profane to the sacred of symbolic life.

They were re-presented as having embeodied not capitalism but enterprise: not

he bourzeois but the cosmaopolitan: not private property but public democracy.

'They-were reconstrycied retrospectively as their architects once idealisticaliy.
had envisioned them, as cool icons of aesthetic modernism, symbols of eco-

nomic energy that were deemed now to have been compatible fully with the
famous statue that represented political freedom in the harbor beyond.

If these physical containers were transformed in the American imagination,
so much more so were the maimed and murdered people whom these buildings
once contained. Before 9711, the merchants and traders of Wall Street often had
been the objects of envy and resentment, maligned as selfish and indulgent, as
a new and unattractively vuppified social class. In America’s fiercely fought,
even if largely symbolic, class war. no group launched such critical salvos mare
fiercely than the often resentful remnants of America’s skilled working class,
largely white. ethnic, and male. Yet they themselves also were frequent objects
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of popular disdain, ridiculed as macho

and racist. as unlettered. beer-drinkiy
red-necked conservativ

es 0o quick to wrap themselves in the American fig
It was this class who composed the larger part of the firef
officers who entered the Twin Towers in the ill-fated efforts
who worked in the floors abave.

Asthey perished, the members ofboth groups were transformed symbolicall
They were made innocent and good. were portrayed in a mythical manner th
abstracted from their particular qualities of gender,

The first-place lev

ghiers and pol
te help the eljt

ass. race, or ethnicity.
el of transfiguration focused on the victims and partie
ipants as archetypal individuals four cowrt. In the magazine, television, and
newspaper elegies that were composed about them. which indeed amounted 1
commemorations, in the weeks and months after the tragic even, the traders and
tiremen, secretaries and police became the heroic subjects in sentimental, ofter
heart-wrenching stories about their pluck and their determination. Their highly
genred (Bakhtin 1986) biographies revealed that the strength. dedication, ang
~.kindness of the-innocents mardered on Septémber | |
& meaningful and coherent life. :
The second level of idealized reconstruction focused on the famil y. Whatevep
sociological statistics might have to say about divorce and loneliness, absent
fathers and latch-key children, abandoned wives and extramarital affairs, the
now mythically reconstructed individuals who p

erished on 9/11 were repre
sented as members of warm and loving families. They were devoted husbaad
and wives, attentive mothers and fathers. loyal children and grandparents, Thei
familial love was always constant, vivid, and pure.

The third level of transfiguration concerned the economic elite itself. The
highly profitable, often cutthro

at, and relentlessly competitive business enter.
prises who rented space in the Twin Towers were represented as decent, entirely:
human enterprises. They made an honest livi ng. and their industry contributed

to the bounty of American life. Their employees often had risen from rags to.’
riches, and they were, by eth

nicity, taste. and personal life, no different in any
importunt way than any other participant in American life, On the day after
9/11, Cable News Network {CNN) interviewed the president of the investment
firm Cantor Fitzgerald, all of whose employees in the Worid Trade Center had
died. In the course of recounting his company’s tragedy. this powerful business-
man broke down and wept in a pitiable way. This scene was remarked upon -
throughout the world. It was the human f;

ace of 9/11°s American side: it was g -
sign that the terrorists had targeted human life, not the West or some abstraction

of modernity and capitalism. It was also a demonstration that the hutmnanity the
terrorists had tried to destroy somehow had managed to survive.

From this transformation of degraded an
into idealized tmages of individual,

d antagonistic economic classes
family, and enterprise, the generalization
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idary feelings expanded like a ripple from a stone that had been thrown
orso ){ddlc ofa tranquil pond. New York City often had been portrayed as
in_ﬂ? thclmi y. and competitive place, the epicenter of the cutthroat. impersonal
Edmy‘ ‘11;:[1 )l:§§]ﬂ that u.mscrvu{ive Americans loved to hate. After 9711, it was
goslﬂopf’ !-d" '1k rototypically human place, It was a living organism attacked
Pr?s?mll’dnfi’(;ré)iﬂn b;)dies. ;md it was fighting for its life. Residents of small
o) VlTLT ?]t messai*es net just of condolence but alse of identification. “Arkansas
tO}Vﬂ':’ 5_’5 You” unyd “Suu‘thwesl. Airlines Loves NYC” were messages scrawled
e iireckagc site. One Midwestern town raised money fora rcpEz‘lcemen.t fire
: thﬂ‘ and o‘-lhers for new earth-moving machines.” Hundreds of Amcnca}n-s
S“:;g;t;aveled to the city and joined volunteer brigades to fltlzjat‘ldug ;u:ld tuL 23:]1[?/
the damaged area and to help those who had been traumatized by the s,

Europeans publicly pronounced their love and affection for this quintessentially
< u cLEdy ) o ) N N . o g
American city and expressed alarm over its injury. New York City became

the center of the ideal core, concentrating within itself the spirit. energy, and

openness o difference that made America the “land of the free and the home

of the brave.” ‘ o
These gestures of identification towards the center from the peripheries had

{Ithe reciprocal effect of strengthening national and supra-national solidarity in

turn. While it was only one part of New York City that was injured, and only
2,813 particular persons who perished within it, the news headlined an zltia.ci;
(_)n .“America." and ordinary citizens everywhere expressed themselves with

the plural first-person pronoun “we.” In the long aftermath of 9/11, during the
period of the new beginning. it was not uncommon for this identification to

expand outside of the American nation as wel]..'fn the first year OF’Vthe Bfltqh
Administration, there had been increasing hostility anfl 'separatenesjh het\':‘cen
America and Burope. After 9/11, the German prime minister proclaimed, “We
are all Americans now.” The reciprocal bonds that connect Euro‘pe and t-he
United States were reasserted idealistically, and the n-mm] debt 11'01n'W(11[d
War Two.was repaid symbolically. The North Atl'zmt]c '[;rf:;xly Orgamzaimrj
(NATQ) declared its determination to defend America. as ;tllo underscorle the
bond of extra-national, shared civilization itsell. Once again Europeans and
Americans were united under a great cavse to fight for the commgn good, but
this fime the unity was wider, for it extended to Germany and Russia znd Japan.

From counterscript to counterperformance: the “war against
terrerism™ and beyvond

Osama bin Laden’s terrorist performance had achieved physical dcstrgc.tlon md
social instability, and it briefly threatened to disrupt the nation’s political hfe.
But it did not achieve terrorism’s most significant goal, which has to do with
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the moral delegitimation of the regime itself. This performative turn seemed
have taken the director. bin Laden. by surprise, and certainly it must have ¢ : ions taken in freedom reaffirm the binding structures of
appointed him deeply. According to the binaries of his background script, if rn. Contingent actions taken in e f N and COUIltgfper]-‘ormal1ce
Quaeda was strong and pure, then Americans were soft and corrupt, their reg; cpntrapuntal plot. szrhap.? this logic 011 Pler gilﬁ‘g];(:itther side

democratic only in the formal sense. Convinced of their weak motives, deviagg has'not been i1pp1'ecTutec_l‘fu§Iy yjet b')/ “CTcllb Lr? d C]l'lﬂd:l qob‘) ), the powerto
refations, and corrupt institutions, bin Laden believed that neither Americy With the arrival of the '.Ag ¢ of Terror (E]l -Of]dnl : ‘ITIOVCLEI—{I’UI:] 7West to East.
nor their government would be able to respond i iate the newest phase in the contrapuntal cycle has

. 1l back Islam’s energetic expansion, much less its theological-political

' . k M rlae 1 . de
: eard. Terrorism produces wars against it, and crusades preduce jifiads
Fegura. 5

politically, socially. or morallyte

e fa ismis adramatic sesture.
his perfectly executed script.' In fact, however. the effect of al-Qaeda’s perfy Bilt the mis en seéne has not been uiterc.ec‘l. Isllimug lL‘TOFKI;-HLIS ;S:j;“;‘:;‘;;::ti;il
mance was the very opposite from the one it had hoped (o achieve. Rather th: the. Western response 1o it a dramatic isun er&li . Hife I Unless the eycle
moral destabilization, there was revivification. Osama bin Laden’s terrorism _Weéterﬂ scripts fuel 1lcraF1ve sequences‘(.)f mlﬂperﬂll"nﬁijlhw i iﬁtlzrnutiomﬂ
was performed before a fragmented and polarized audience, and it produced _b"';o[\-eu, it will Lllm}ﬁrmme the {Jm.spei_.ts i?.r.m%]i] : n”r {*inh[‘ e
reading counter to those intended by the terrorist-actors themselves, : undersianding and, for many unfortunate persons. the very rig .

This counterreading led o a new militarization of America, and later tg :
new war that would destroy al-Qaeda’s national-territorial base. The culturd
sociological processes deseribed here were causes to these more mater
effects. The new solidarity that-developed in reaction”io 9/11 deepened th
divisions that had produced it. The idealization of Anterica and the West was
constructed in relation to an equally powerful stigmatization of everything no
it. The new national unity produced a new global polarity at the same time
The counterreading had created an idealized and powerful protagonist, and.
demanded an equally threatening antagonist in turn, Without i, there wouls
be no tension to the plot, and the redemption of the moral actors would not b
allowed to unfold realistically. Purification demanded pollution, and salvation
required revenge. The discourse of friends and enemies was ready at hand. Thg
terrorists were constructed as bitter and frustrated, as marginal. as weak and|

cowardly human beings, They were monsters, not men, and thejr actions ha
no principled rationale,

Notes

'fhe ﬁrgt'd'rnn of this essay was preseated in late Sep(embe}' 2001 u‘l lh(c SO‘CII‘;OI(EJ%).’
nstitute of the University of Konstanz and in CAP]S at the Ecole d%‘.s ‘I-Lulltc.s M[-u‘i(f{
en Sciences Sociales in Paris, [ am grateful to Professors Bernhard Giesen snd Miche
“Wieviorcka for making those occasions possible. _ N
. Here I draw from. “Cuitural pragmatics: secial permm'mnce beltveen(rl.l‘mrl L:jn[ :::11
eay” (ch. 1, this voiume), in which [ try to synlhfaszzc 1hL pmgm‘mt arﬂ] fe.'mitﬂ
“dimensions of culturat action. T develop a model of.thc diiicrv;ni clements n s: :
‘pecformance and discuss how these elements are fused. de-fused. and re-fused in
iffi social situations.
fg:;r;?[;: :’,]igion ... ussumes the cxclusi\’enf:ss ofa L111i\’f:rsal god ba]nj Liu-:. rtlc;r:}
depravity of unbelievers who are his adversaries and whose untrouble 1(..\;&. L{ ©
arouses his righteous indignation . . . The precursor and probable model for this

wits the promise of the Hebrew god to his pet}pie: as understood and rﬁcimc;p:r-ctletjl
by Muhammad . . . The ancient wars of the Israelile cor?fetieruc_v. Wugtd,un, :l{:};
Jeadership of various saviors operating under Lhc_ authority \"ahweh.,w%rc ;‘L{:dl‘ i :
" by the tradition as holy wars. This g:onccpll of a holy. war, I.C..' ‘n ngl‘.'llliljil e _nl‘:;n:;
“of 1 god, for the special purpose of avenging a sacrllf:g_e. wlm'h cnt.z] e ]1]}1111 ! i
the enemy under the ban and destroying him and sl his belongings L(}{TJII! LIL ), 1
not unknown in Antiguity, particularly among the Greeks. Bu.l what .wm. dl.sllmt}xc
about the Hebraic concept is that the people of Yahweh, as h}s s:pe(:lal community.
demonstrated and exemplified their god’s prestige against their foes. Ct?rlfsec]ilerFl)f.
when Yahweh became a universal god, Hebrew prophecy um;] the E’cl]glu)n 0|.Eh€
Psalmists created a new religious interpretation. The possessm.n of the '[‘mm_ls;:d
Land, previously foretold, was supplanted by the furlher—ren.clnng promuje Ulj[.l;
elevation of Escael, as the peopie of Yohweh, above other nanons: In ih‘c future a
nations would be compelled to serve Yahweh and to lie at the fect of ]:&;mcf. F)n
this model Muhammad constructed the commandment of the holy .war m\inllv.fng
the subjugation of the unbelievers o political autherity and economic domination

Against such sinister creatures the only appropriate response was force, for
they could not be reasoned with but only suppressed. “None of us will forget thig
day,” President Bush told the nation on the evening of September [1, “yet we
go forward to defend freedom and all that is good and just in the world™ ( quated
in Woodward 2002: 30). There must be a war against terror. The terrorists were

evildoers. “We haven't seen this kind of barbarism in a long period of time,
the President Tater remarked {Woeadward 2002: 94). He added, “This crusade;
this war on terrorism is going to take a while.” But it was not only & matter of:
recalling from the fog of memory the Christian campaigns against the Muslim.
usurpers of earlier times. Fiercely virtuous military campaigns had defended:
Republican regimes against “despotic” invaders from Athens to Fi
beaches at Normandy (Hanson 2001 I

Will the war against terrorism succeed? Will it not produce inevitably another
counterperformance in turn? Even the most successful of the Crusades failed:

orence 1o Lhe_
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of the faithful . . . The religion of the medieval Christian orders of celibate knight
particulurly the Templars . . . were first called into heing during the Crusades agy
Istam and . . . corresponded to the [slamic warrior orders™ (Weber 1978 473-3),
3. "*We - with God's help - call on every Muslim who believes in God and w
to be rewarded to comply with God's order to kill the Americans and plunde
their money wherever and whenever they find it. We also call on Muslim nle)
leaders, youths, and soldiers to launch the raid on Satan’s U.S. troops and: th
devil’s supporters allying with them. and to displace those who are behiad t
so that they may learn a lesson. The ruling to kill the Americans and their allie
civitians and mititary ~ is an individual duty for every Muslim who can do it in in
country in which it is possible to do it in order to liberate the 1l Agsa M()sc]uc."{;
Jerusalem] and the Holy Mosque [in Meccea)] trom their arip, and in order for tha
armies 10 move out of all the fands of Islam, defeated and nnable to threaten ai
Mushim™ (1997 CNN iaterview, excerpts taken from “Osama bin Laden v. the U,
Edicts and Statemems,” www.pbs.org/frontline. queted in Bernstein 2002 90).
4. “Bin Laden organized a network of sbout a dozen different training camps . . . Each

ferrol
‘other ‘
within a play.

Performance, counterperformance. and “September 11 [

rist performance and to his close associates” comments abaut the broadeast of
Arab-Islamic reactions as well, [Lconstituied. in s sense, the genre of & play
ab-13

A few weeks after the allacks, bin Laden was with some of his L:I()sc ai'dcs and
4 visitor from Saudi Arabia, and, sitting on a Tug, refaxing with their ba}cks
Jeaning ngainst the wall behind them, they expressed ;'o‘y at the cxtent of the
“destruction, and they made jokes . . . about the events of Scplcmper (KR _
“The TV broadeast the big event.” said Sulaiman Abou-Ghaith, a radical
" Kuwaiti cleric who served as o close adviser @ bin Laden, “The scene \\ias
shawing ap Egyptian family sitting in their living room. They c.:xplndcd wilh
jay. Do you kiow when there is « soccer same and your team wins? [t was the
saume expression of joy.” o
A plane crashing into a tall building was out of enyone’s imagination,” the
visitor from Saudi Arabis put in. “This was a great job™ . . . He was Khaled
ab-Harbi, a veteran of the wars in Afghanistan, Bosnia, and Chechnya who had

lost his legs in combat.

generally did not know his real name . . . The training . . . was accompanied b
steady infusions of Islamic fervor, in the form of Koran study, movies, leciures, af
pamphlets. There was great stress on the glory of giving one's life for Aflah, and thi
two greatest prohibitions {were] called ‘love of the wortd” and *hatred of death.”
key slogan was ‘In time of war there is no deatl™ (Bernstein 2002: 863, “One o
the pieces missing in the recenstruetion of the September 1 plot,” Bernstein later
commients (2002: 145), “is the training in hijackings while they were in the Unité'_
States.” Did the terror-performers have “at their disposal mock-ups of passenge
aircraft interiors where they could have gone through dress rehearsals™? While ‘_‘i
is possible,” of course, “that they dispensed with such rehearsals, and simply made.
their plans on the basis of what they knew of the interiors of Boeing 767s from havin
been passengers on them.” Bernstein suggests it “would seem more likely that th
hijackers would have preferred to do some serious practice.™ The terrorists did have
a sheet of final instructions, evidently prepared by Mohammed Atta. about how to'
prepare themselves just before the performance began. The night before, they wer:

to shave their bodies of excess hair und W read A Tanvda and Anfal, the war chapters
in the Koran. The goal was o contro! the inner self so that it would not interlere with'
their performative role.

Remind your soul to listen and ohey . . . purify it, convince it. make it under-
stand. and incite it . . . and do not fight among yourselves or clse you will fuil.
And be patient, for God is with the patient, When the confrontation begins,
srike like champions who do not want to go back Lo this world. Shout “Allai’
Akbar™ hecause this strikes {ear in the hearts of the nonbelievers. (Bemstein
2002: [73)

3. A videotape discovered by American forces in Afghanistan in the months after 9/11
allowed Western audiences to become privy to bin Laden’s own response to the 9711

“Tt was 5:30 p.m. our time,” bin Laden said. “Tmmediately, we l}cm‘d !hc
news that o plane had hit the World Trade Center. We turned the radio Sl{llfﬂn
to the news from Washington. The news continued und there was no mentien
of the attack until the end. At the end of the newscast, they reported that o
plane just hit the World Trade Center.” o .

The visiting sheik interrupted to give a kind of religious sanction to the
happy news. “Allah be praised,” he intoned . ..

Bin Laden continued his account of how he experienced September L.
“Afer a little while.” he said, “they anneunced that another plane had hit the
World Trade Center. The brothers who heard the news were overjoyed by it.”
{Bernstein 2002: 910

: 1 ad a8 consiruct 3 a e seonted as actual
6. These recastings were not reported as constructions but were presented as act

secounts, as ohjective descriptions. and objective rememberings. This ambiguity, h_u‘._v
the implicil social role of journalism in such liminal sitvations contradicts its explicit
professional ethics, is revealed nicely in the Forewosd written by the executive editor

“oF the Nese York Times, Howell Ruings, o Qut of the Blue: The Story of Sepreaber

11,2001 From fihad te Ground Zero. asthored by a Times journalist and based on

the staff"s reperting of the previous year.
As duily journalists, of course, we do not sct about our work with the iden.nf
beine teachers or moral historians. We are engaged in an intellectual enterprise
builtvamund bringing quality information to an engaged und dc:munc.ling read-
ership. Sometimes that means writing what some have cafled ihe. first rough
draft of history. Sometimes it also means constructing a memorial to those
whose cnur:ig;: and sacrifice we have recorded or ~ o speak more precisely
- erecting i ﬁmndulinn of information upon which our readers cun construct
their nwl; historical overviews, their own memoriaks to those who are Tost und

io the struggle (o preserve democratic values. (Bernstein 2002: x)
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7. For a discussion of “new beginning™ as a metaphorical construction that attows &
sensual commitment and social reform, see Edles’ ( 1998) reconstruction of this
as one of the core representations that allowed the Spanish transition to de
in post-Franco Spain.

8. Thousands of examples of such geeralization and ahstraction can be culled-
the communicative media in the days, weeks. and months that followed 9/1
nuanced ways in which this ideslization functioned as o medium for identificar
and selidary-extension would be well worth the effort at hermeneutic reconstrucy
A stngle quotation, merely as illustration, will have to suffice here. As the one-ye
anniversary of the tragedy approached, a flood of baoks appeared. writlen by g
of the same journalists who initiafly had reported the events in the daily news megd
The generalization and memorialization that formed the conlents of these hooks th
were condensed further and were broadeast to a much larger audience by the
bouk reviews published in the daily media in turn. Under the headline “On a Hijacke
Atrliner, Moments of Moral Clarity.” the following puragraph appeared in a revis
of a book-length account of the passengers on United Flight 98, who evidently wa

- able to-overwhelm the hijuckers and (o pirevent a [ourth terrorist conflagration,

with little understanding or appreciation of the mannerin which their actions would be
Mag, IPCFCEiVCd by soune appreciable segnient of the audience on the other side. On record
THOC R for insisting that “events aren’t moved by blind chance™ but by “the hand of a just
: .a'n'd faithful God,” US President George W, Bush justified the American-led invasion
of Traq in his January 2003 State of the Union address: “We do not ¢laim to know all
the ways of Provideace, yet we can trust in them . . . This call of history has come to
the right country™ (quated in Lears 2003). Two weeks later, the spiritual teader of the
Palestinian group Hamas, which initiated the strategy of suicide terrorism in Israel
d the West Bank, instructed Muslims around the world to retaliate in the event of
an American attack, Describing the imminent invasion as “u crusader’s war” against
[slam by “the envious West and the U.S. first among them,” he insisted that, “as they
fight us, we have to fight them™ (quoted in Benet 2003). The day before the actual
conflict began. Iragi president Saddam Hussein described war with the United States
~us “the decisive buttle between the army of faith, right and justice. and the forces of

tyranny and American-Zionist savagery on the other.” Declaring himself 3 “fihadist,”
¢ called for a “holy war™ that would “wipe out the ranks” of the invading American
'tfoopé" (quoted in Tyler 2003),

Heroisim is rarely the province of kings. This certainty emerged as a lesson
the many acts of courage we saw on Sept. t1, and it is 4 sustaining mes age
within the story of the men and women who helped bring down United Flight 98
in the woods of Pennsylvania that day, on the one hijacking mission that failed
tostrike an intended target. The passengers and crew members were “ordinary’
mea and women who remind us again that no one, in fact, is ordinary; the
saved innumerable other lives and contributed to our sense in the midst of th;
tragedy that as capable as we humans are of destruction, we are even more
reliably capuldle of love. dedication, and sacrifice. (New York Times, Augu
29, 2002: E5) :
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The cultural pragmatics of event-ness:
the Clinton/Lewinsky Affair

" Jason L. Mast

Introduction

magined communities generate events thal compel community-wide attention,
regardless ol size or degree of social and cultural differentiation. Early in the
twentieth century Durkheim famously argued there “can be no society that does
notexperience the need at regular intervals to maintain and strengthen the collec-
tive feelings and ideas that provide its coherence and its distinct individuality™

ore difficult to sustain, this imagined community (Anderson 1983) continues
toQ produce events that draw issues of collective identity and solidarity to the
fore of its individuals” consciences (cf. Larson and Wagner-Pacifici 2001).
.Cbntemporury ritual-like events, however, differ markedly [rom the processes
_urf(heim deseribed. They are subject to much higher degrees of conflict, dis-
c'ons'ensus,and contingency. Victor Turner (1969, 1974, 1982) responded to this
ritical fact when he pushed his ritual framework towards the theory of social
dmmas Social dramas represent events in the making thal compet community="
ide attention, generating narratives, oftentimes conflicting, that define and
*xplain what has occurred and its seriousness. The Clinton/Lewinsky Affair,
which dominated the national spotlight in 1998, was just such a drama. It
appedred to erupt [rom an initial ocewrrence for which the vast majority of the
olintry’s citizens wanted, if not demanded, an explanation and some form of
:edresswc action. The resulting fourteen-month-long social drama wus struce
ured by the thrusts and parries of multiple publics competing to control the
meaning of the event in media res.

- E\pldmmu Monicagate, however, requires that we anaiyze the particular
ultural and political context out of which the social drama erupted. Early in
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Clinton’s first term, Congressional Republicans, with the support of an exub
ant, solid quarter of the nation’s citizens, hegan to construct Clinton’s assum
tion of power as representing a national “fall from grace” drama. After mee i
with some narrative success that enabled significant political victories, the p
suasive power of the Republicans’ dramatic narratives began to erode, Tow
the end of its first term, the Clinton Administration became increasingly effe
tive at controlling social dramas. The Administration’s new-found social d;
matic acumen enabled it to weather the right’s relentless symbolic and politica]
onslaughts. The Administration’s narratives shored up support from its Dein
cratic base, and increasingly secured the sympathy of the silent, swayab
middle majority of American citizens. In this chapter I will analyze the culty)
pragmatics, or structure and action dialectics, that produced Monicagate’s fra
netic beginning and shaped the contours of the event’s unfolding. In so do;ng
I will show how the cultural pragmatic framework explains the apparent par
dox of how Clmton though 1mp<_ached by the House Republlcans remamed

vent- procbsscs concern themselves with attributing meaning to an initinfizing
seurrence in order to bring about a change in the social status of an individual
aroup, simultaneously creating and resolving conflict between segments of
collectivity.

From mundane to extraordinary e °xper1|_ncu _social life is inextricably
infused with meaning. An “‘occurrence” is any cownm,d lmppenmU {Molotch
fid: Eester 1974: IO”} and cognition suggests some degree of interpretation,
“while meaningfulcoccurrénces exist only temporarity and relatively dis-
cretely. in a social actor’s awareness; they neither transcend their originating
sexts nor take root in a larger public’s consciousness. Antevent,” by con-
is a set of nay atively interconnected, occurgences that achieves “general-
auﬁn, dmwmU d.publlL s altention away from the spccmuty of evervday life
(Alexander 1988: Smelser 1963). As unusually significant meaning constel-
lations, events become lasting peints of demarcation in the flow of collective
time and retain the potential to inform ongoing social experience. Structuraily,
events take shape from stark clashes of meaning structures wishin a broad cul-
tural system of shared sign relations. At the same time. such clashes are both
rchestrated and reactively mediated by purposeful. creative human agents who
arrate the interconnections between occurrences.

- What explains event-ness’s natural feel, the sensed rightness of its status, and
the passions it can generate, a naturalness that belies the self-conscious qual-
ity of an event’s orchestration? Durkheim’s late work ([1912] 1995) explains
61'1& absolutely critical piece of this puzzle.! As anchoring nodes in the cul-
tural fabric, Durkheim explains, the sacred and the profane siand.in diamet-

sition to one another as hestile and jealous rivals™ ([1912] 1095;

ﬁmft ollows that “the mind experiences deep repugnance about mingling,
even simple contact. between the corresponding things, because the notion
of the sacred is always and everywhere separate from the notion of the pro-
fane in man’s mind, and because we imagine a kind of Jogical void between
them™ ([[912] 1993: 37). Durkheim concludes that rites and ritual ceremonies
function to maintain this logical void, re-establishing and reaffirming indi-
“viduals™ understandings of their community’s symbolic boundaries berween
. good and evil and right and wrong. Individual actions are shaped by the way
actors understand their situations vis-A-vis these meaning structures, By focus-
" ing on the processes that establish the foundations for social understanding,
Durkheim laid the groundwork for a cultural sociology. Such cosmological
mechanisms must play a central role in any explanation of social order or
“variations thercof. By retaining the theoretical centrality of meaning, Turner
(1969, 1974, 1982), Alexander (1988). and others {e.g. Smith 1991; Edles
1998) have demonstrated that the basic processes Durkheim illuminated explain
the structure and outcome of even the most conflict-laden, chaotic, or violent

and support of a 1muor1ty of American pub[m

The theoretical roots of cultural pragmatics

Cultural pragmatics addresses a range of social phenomena that are vartously
referred to in sociological literature as degradation ceremonies (Garfinkel 1936);
secular rituals (Douglas 1966), moments out of time (Turner 1969, 19
1982), media events (Dayan and Katz 1992), and, of course, collective.
uals (Durkheim [1912] 1995; Shils and Young 1953; Lukes 1975; Alexan er
L988: Smith 1991; Edles 1998). These sociological conceplualizations descr
highly orchestrated collective processes that produce a “break” from mundan
routine sccial life, and for this reason are ceniral to the maintenance of social
order and the formation and extension of collective identity. These processt
emerge in response (o initiating occurrences that appear to demand attentio
interpretation, and remedial action. Tt was such apparent occurrences that pr
cipitated events like Watergate (£1972), the hostage crisis in ran (1979), the
Tran-Contra Affair (1987), Rodney King's videotaped arrest (1991) and th
acquittal of his police subduers (1992), the bombing of the Alfred P. Murrah
Federal Building in Oklahoma City (1995), and the death of Diana. Princ
of Wales (1997). as well as Monicagate and the Clinton impeachment tri
(1998). In each case, these event-processes demonstrate ceremonial qualitie
On the one hand, as non-routine events, such processes conform to histor
cally grounded. routine structures with more or less agreed upon beginning
middles, and ends. On the other, they are adorned with overt aesthetic dimer
sions in the form of intentionally exaggerated symbolic performances. Suc




118

Sociul Performance

The Clinten/Lewinsky aftair 19

conlemporary events. Collectivities, whether wracked by violent expres
of difference or seemingly seduced into sleepy indifference. are ontologicg]
tethered to the world via cultural systems that render social interactions sep;
ble by structuring lived experiences into coded discourses, myths, genres;,
narratives, '

‘heirings closely™ and to the fact that the Affair uppear.eici _“discontinuous}, { anc.l_]
rsupported by any ‘plot™ (Larson and Wagner-Pacifici ZQ(}E: 737). Yer this
i precisely not to understand what makes an occurrence m[c_} ian e:fem. m.]d
hat differentiates contemporary social dramas from earlier rituals.? As will
be shown, it is the competition between groups of producers, actors, and partial
judiences that characterizes any contemporary “affair.” and multiple plots are
rule. It will require introducing a much more elaborate itheory of soctal
performance to allow me (o 1’urt‘hcr expla.lin I]I.CSE points, '

‘he ritual and social dramatic analytical frameworls that have dominated
earlier sociological interpretations of such events have contributed si gnificant
siahts. For instance. demonstrating a prescient cultural pragmatic sensibility,
Ale;under’s (1988) analysis of Watergate offers a thickly described hermeneu-
“ of the event’s primary phases and explains its outcome in terms of “non-
ratjonal rifualization™ becoming the order of the day.’ Yet, at the same time
Alexander was demonstrating culture must figure robustly in sociological expla-
nations, others were arguing that late-capitalist, postmodern societies’ meaning
yStems are oo Iragmented and commodified, their audiences too jrded and
keptical, for ritual-tike productions to aclively engage members of an imag-
ned community (Wagner-Pacifici [986: Jameson 1982: 84-3). This Iatter line
of theoretical speculation performs a kind of conlorted dance: simultaneously
'ftributing central explanatory importance to culture while arguing capitalism
-has reduced culture’s contents to commaodities and instruments of power, forces
some interesting theoretical contradictions,*

In her analysis of the kidnapping and murder of italian Prime Minister Aldo
~Moro, for instance, Wagner-Pacifici (1986) argues the cultural realm has been
“fully colonized by postmodern capitalism and symbols reduced to commodities

-and weapons. In a nutshell, culture is determined by the mode of production

“and infused with power. While her analysis is rich with conceplual insights into

the pragmatics of social-dramatic productions, Wagner-Pacifici’s theoretical

resuppositions of postmodern society undercut her analytical gains, On the

-~ one hand. she makes culture structures important to the event’s outcome. The

-event’s self-appointed interpreters make use of socially pre-structured meanings

loinfluence their audiences, and audiences rely on these frames to make sense of
‘Moro’s situation and fate. Yel. at the same time, Wagner-Pacifici also argues that,

once capitalism has commodified symbols, their effectiveness gets diminished,

 that, as commodities, symbols are ubiquitous. degraded. and cheapened through

repetitive use. Consumer-savvy moderns are thus uninterested and too apathetic

and disenchanted to be taken in by elite narratives about Moro's predicament.

- Within this ontology about culture’s relation to human life, in which symbols

- are reduced Lo superficial, empty vessels, how can meaning and inferpretation

" be central 1o the event's dynamics (cf. Alexander and Smith 1998)7

The “natural™ repugnance or shock many Americans demonstrated dyig
the Clinton/Lewinsky Affair’s inception, which contributed to the precipitat
of tull-fledged event-ness, exemplifies this symbolic dynamic of a perce
profanation of a sacred space, for instance, counter-democratic actions be
found in a demacracy’s sacred center (see Alexander 1988; Alexander i
Smith 1993: Douglas 1966). Degrees of exasperalion point to the interconneg
edness of affect and meaning structures. The logic of structuralism — the cult
system'’s relative stability, its constitution of consciousness — suggests part
ular actions. like taking another human’s fife, are culturally predetermined:t
provoke purifying, restorative rituals: the sacred’s status seems natural to us ang
the “logical void™ between it and the profine is not negotiated or reflectivel
considered during everyday, mundane experience. Rather, this cultural struct
informs our worldly interpretations even though it is socially constructed an:
its idiosyncratic contents are essentially arbitrary.

Despile the natural feel of such breaching events. turning an “occurrence!
into an “event” in postmodern, highly ditferentiated. late capitalist America
gaining control over its meaning by persuading countless anonymous other
to share one’s interpretation and recommendation for remedial action — is'an
exceedingly contingent and combative process. Social actors and parties work
to create events, to define occurrences as such, often in the face of considerable

opposition from actors who would rather let this occurrence puss by unnotice
When an eventworthy occurrence develops. and widespread public attention
does shift rowards investigating and making sense of it, multiple and motivated
parties emerge to impose on this eruptien a “master narrative” {Wagner-Pacifici
[986). Their goal is to control its ultimate interpretation and effects. Controlz
fing the event's outcome points beyond meaning to such “material” effect a8
determining the meting out of punishments, redistributing resources such’ as
meney and positions of power, and restructuring instilutions.

A theoretical caution: the cynical rendency towards reduction

Normative and political orientations may tempt us to reduce Monicagate [
partisan politics, prurient titillation. and “mere scandal.” This interpretive urg
s strong enough for some scholars to “wonder if the events themselves were
not imaged. or imaginary™ (Larson and Wagner-Pacifici 2001: 736). They poir
to polls that showed “only a minority of Americans followed the impeachmen
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Goftman drew our attention to the “problem of misrepresentation™ (19
298). that people have the ability to present persuasively false meanings. ane
is certainly true that pelitical and normative predilections pull on episternolo
{Said 1978: Clifford 1988). Still, it is vital that sociology resist subsumig
meaning to collective power and individual practice. Yes, culture is in part
“tool kit” (Swidler 1986), and studies such as Wagner-Pacifici’s demonsti:
this in a powerful way, We use words intentionally to try to communic
particular ideas for particular reasons. Yet culture’s relevance to social ]
depends on its relative autonomy from the social structure, in its struct
form, or /angue (language) (see Kane 1991}, While culture is made prese
through parole (speech), or through an actor’s use of a particular “tool:
is made meaningful and comprehensible, and therefore socially influentia]
because of the “tool’s” analogical and antipathetic relations to other tools in.th
“kit” that are not explicitly in play. but which, nonetheless, exercise power int
_.experienced social situation (Barthes 1968] 19772; Eco 1976; Saussure 1985)
Action is always citational (Derrida [988). Each instantiation of meaning draw;
forth unseen signs and symbols, rooted in the cultural fabric, into momentary ‘Yet the event’s interactions were themselves structured by participants’
if non-conscious presence. nce on shared. collective representations. Adopting the cultural pragmatic

There is also the matter of temporality. A “tool’s” meaning in social life st Jerspective, it becomes clear that the symbols and discourses mobilized during

.. . . P . .
product of its relation to other tools that are made present by actors in a temp the political battles that preceded the scandal, and were continually invoked
flow of successive instantiations. Flows of signs demonstrate structures; th

throughout Monicagate, combined to form identifiable narrative structures.
are discourses, narratives, myths, and genres. Understanding a tool’s particu Adents’ invocations of particular symbols during the event, such as regular
meaning at a particular time requires locating its presence in relation to r‘é;'oursg to the symbol “Slick Willie” to villainize Clinton, suggest dynamics
overall structural flow. Just as the meaning of a word is determined by its loc so’éiologicully more profound than the fact that particular agents used symbols
tion in the structure of a sentence, so the sociologist must account for where a instrumentally as tools or weapons. Cultural pragmatics acknowledges social
particular tool stands in relation to the more general cultural-structure in which ciors orient towards meaning with intent, but it analytically probes deeper by
it is invoked. These are the structures of social life, and must be the cente '

ing, for instance, why a particular symbol is meaningtul, what malkes it dam-
pieces of sociological explanations. Limiting our sociological understanding. aging like a weapon, and why does its invocation produce positive reactions in
action Lo “what gets done,"” and seeking to get beyond the problem of meaning some audience members and adverse reactions in others?
(Wuthnow . 1987) inevitably attributes inordinate degrees of instrumentalit
social practice. The meaning of action is thus shaped more by the structur
the sociologist’s explanatory narrative (for instance. see Larson and Wag
Pacifici 2001), than by the experiences and understandings of the social ac
actually engaged in an event.
However, sociology that simply debunks and elucidates is insufficient and
partial. Sociology must aim to understand and expiain, Cultural pragmatics
an analytic solution to the philosophical conundrum of how theory and practice
interact in the production of everyday life. It provides a conceptual fram
work for mapping, and thickly describing, the incongruities between words a
deeds. It enables us to explain events in terms of their meaningful content_s
participants, the power relations brought to bear in the event, and the influen

{ material factors on event production and reception. withoui negating the
sickeround culture’s continuing structural effects {Derrida 1988}
=

The Clinton/Lewinsky Affair

Monicagate's dramatic prelude

Monicagate was a coded, narratively structured sociai drama, givcn fO‘ITTl
hfdugll the interactions of political and social elites, critics.und interpretive
ntrepreneurs, and mukiple American publics. At different times ihljou.g_imut
the event, each of these three clusters of agents assumed the lead role in focus-_
fg the production’s spotlight, while the other two groups assumed the role of
audience. as though inhabiting the seats in a darkened theatre, celebrating or
Booing the production along. Each cluster of agents simultaneously enacted a
role-and interpreted the others™ performances. The form and outcome of Mon-
cagate was the product of these interactions.

=3

ular film genres, the bank robber and gangster films of the late 1920s and
eiirly 1930s, and the bad cop films and television news narratives of the 1990s.
Rooted in America's political and social history. these popular culture struc-
fires are Jatently present in civil society members’ understandings of citizen-
ship. While these cops and robbers genres shape American participants’ under-
standings of routine Aows and hiccups in the everyday meting out of justice
(Christensen 1987; Gibson 1994: King 1999}, it is during political scandals
and social crises that their dramatic tropes are most forcefully deployed and
their social, interpretive power made explicit. Monicagate’s three clusters of
gents routinely drew upon these culture structures’ tropes to describe them-
selves as victims or as agents of justice on the one hand. and to frame the

Aonicagate’s main protagonists drew on dramatic structures from two pop- ...
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oted as much against Bush’s poor handling of the nation’s economic malaise
5 for Clinton himself.

Despite his compelling personal narrative and the hope he inspired in many,
“Clinton entered the presidency with a binary character as a result of the bruising
ymbolic batttes of the Democratic primaries and general election contest. I';l
- addition to representing the best and brightest of a new generation of political
eadership. Clinton entered the White House as “Slick Willie.” An editor of
\rkansas’s most widely read newspaper, the Democrar-Gazerte, initiated the
symbolic tinkage between Clinton and this gangster symbol in the late 1980s.
‘The moniker was picked up by national media outlets® and fused to Clinton’s
‘ational character early in 1992, as a tide of allegations of womanizing, dope
smoking, and draft evasion threatened to overwhelm the frontrunner’s cam paign
or his party s nomination. The allegalions themselves cast a shadow of duplicilv
around Clinton. and ironically. this suspicion was only strengthencd by the
eftness with which Clinton rhetorically evaded and confounded his critics and
Jquestioners.

Was the symbol simply a nickname. a “tool” designed for practical effect?
Quite the contrary. the symbol’s invocation, spread most effectively by the New
York Times liberal political commentator and satirist, Maureen Dowd., indicates
the initial formation of a negative and polluting cultural structure. Thoush often
used in jest, the symbol. rooted deeply in American popular and politicalhcu!ture.
would play a large role in Clinton’s later emplotment in Monicagate.

The prototypical gangster of this genre comes from an impoverished rural
_ii'rga to the big city, rises through the ranks of a criminal organization throush
hard work, ambition, quick wits, and a kind of business acumen. to become tlhle
head crime boss of an enormous profit-making enterprise. a rofe quite similar
_fo the president of a legitimate corporation. Bold, charismatic, reckless, and
vainglorious, a top gangster is an outgoing and expansive performer driven by
_an uncontrollable lust to show the world that he is somebody. His desires are
litundless. While his rural roots have left him lacking in cﬁlturul knowledge
and manners, he nonetheless remains a ladies’” man. Not needing love in 15&
raditional sense, the gangster associates with “loose women” because of their
tasy and eager availability. These associations ultimately come at a high price.
:Because he always wants more and must constantly congquer new territory, the
gangster’s ultimate defeat seems a natural product of his desires and demands
Jof life (Sobchack and Sobchack 1987). Though a master of escape to his very
-end, the higher he rises the more others seek his demise, and the more isolated
nd paranoid he becontes.

* Willie Sutton, the original “Slick Willie,” was a bank robber in the early
1930s known for the gentlemanly and personable demeanor with which he
- handled his victims when plying his trade. Bank robbers like Stick Willie Sut-
on, and gangsters like Al Capone and Baby Face Nelson grew to mythic stature

other clusters in the social drama as villains and perpetrators of injustice on the
other. .
Elements from the bank robber and gangster genres began to permeate civi
discourse during Clinton's bid for the Democratic nomination i 1992, m'(:)s
notably in the mushrooming use of the name “Slick Willie™ to capture the
candidate’s charisma, charm. and sharp intellect. on the one hand, and the'si
picion that within him lurked a penchant for mischief and a talent for deceit,
on the other. The use and force of the symbol increased its hold over American
imaginations from early 1992 until late in 1995, when tropes from the bad'c:op
genre forcefully emerged in the discourse of civil society lo describe Repub-
licans investigating the president and accusing him of criminal wrongdoing
While American publics — whether composed of Clinton enthusiasts, ambiy
lent moderates, or unwavering conservatives - were exposed to and invok
these genre idioms with increasing frequency during these time periods;:the
way-any-particular public- eriented towards.these symbol-complexes remaine
contingent. In effect, the idioms came o serve as lexicons for, and sites
symbolic contestation between publics, '

Clinton entered office in January 1993, having won the election with
smallest portion of the popular vote (43 percent) since Richard Nixon's 19
victory.® Exit polls indicated Clinton, Bush, and Independent Party candid
Ross Perot, all drew remarkably high unfavorable ratings, and the New Yb
Times editorial page framed Clinton’s victory as a “[ragile mandate . ;
tenuous proportion.’”’

It was Clinton’s impressive biography that helped the candidate win the tn
of the Democratic base and a decisive portion of the nation’s undecided m ;
erate middle, The facts of Clinton’s rise to the national stage resonated wi
the American myth that any boy with talent and pluck, no matter how humb
his origins, could become the president of the United States. Clinton’s car
paign overcame its candidate’s “character issues™ and assuaged voter suspicie
* by emphasizing his risc from a broken home in rural Arkansas to becoming
Rhodes Scholar, Yale Law School graduate, and governor of his home st
Clinton’s campaign combined these biographical facts with their candidate
youthful enthusiasm to construct the image of a natural populist.’ Within t
narrative context of a nation adrift in economic stagnation, the Clinton cil
paign’s dramatic strategy was extraordinarily effective, particularly when {
candidate was juxtaposed to Bush Sr.’s genteel aloofness.

The election drama carved the nation’s citizenry into three distinct audienc
Both the Democratic and Republican Party bases, each comprising roughl}
quarter of the veting public, reacted to Clinton’s campaign and victory with
strong feelings. Yet, despile the political passions stirred in both parties” ba
Clinton’s five-percentage point victory over Bush Sr. indicates the natio
enormous third audience at the political center was decisive in the contest, a1

jenc
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in Depression-era America, when American society was seen
age Americans, and lenders and wealthy capitalists were forec
businesses, farms, and homes. Though flawed in important res
were interpreted as more simijlar to average Americans in life ci
moral sensibilities than were representatives of materi
power.

as failing gy

.bined with the developments themselves to create the Timies's “climate
com
losing on’

spicion.”™ While Congressional Republicans’ approval ratings began to
. usCplinton"s approval ratings repeatedly set record lows. hovering between
the mid-30s and 40s until spring }.995. . . o
The single most significant political consequence of th.e chmal;e of suspicion
rrounding the Clinton White House wus the Democranc: Party s lqss of con-
l'of both the House of Representatives and the Ser.lute- in ‘1994 s November
jections.'” This transferred an enormous amount of mstxtutlon.al power to Ll}e
epﬁblicans whao treated their sweeping victory as a mulndat'e from the [Jlibl‘lC
«d as an indictment of the Clinton White House.'® Earlier th.ut year, Atitor‘ney
seneral Janet Reno had appointed Robert Fiske to head lh-e mv.esltlganon inio
- Whitewater land and S&L dealings and Vince Fos:ter‘s suicide. Novem-
per’s shift in Congressional power enabled the ch‘ubhc%m-comro[led Ser_mt.e
o remove Fiske and appoint Ken Starr to the rol.e of special prosecumr.. Aflch-
""nally, the House and Senate Banking Committees b()[!l began §1earmg.? on
Whitewater. And Newt Gingrich, as the new Speaker f)l' the House, ‘hecam_e
increasingly vocal in his criticisms of Clinton, announcing upwards of twenty
ew task forces and subcommittees to investigate him — a number he was later
forced to reduce, ‘
A shift in the dramatic landscape, in which new \fii’lams emerged, occurred
als, the Hay fter the Republicans won control ofi (;ongress. Wl]F‘le lhetbnunl\ ]rlobbc; antd
Code was a self-regulatory code mandating that criminal acts should “never.h . ‘gangster genres confinued to shape civil discourse 1'11 ter 1993, po s 1§.1d‘1m e
presented in such i way as to throw sympathy with the crime as against law d that a growing majority of citizens began 1o [?0111 orient tc_)watdf; lh{nr I 1‘.01115
Justice or to inspire others with a desire for imitation.” The simultaneity of these ‘with greater degrees of irony, and l.o emp_husnze the quusil-‘helo‘l'c d‘ll.Tlf':l'lb‘l(Jﬂ.‘;
regulatory mechanisms’ enactment, and the F fays Code’s explicit reference fo of the gangster figure when describing Clinton. Thc? dectining s1gi.1‘1'hc(1nt,e o
the connection between reaf gangsters and the cinema’s version of these outi'azw. the gangster genre’s pofluting di’mensiﬁni \\:us due in pur} to Lh'e rusl‘ng pl(g\:;r
suggests that the existences of real objects and representations of real obja in the discursive arena of the ‘-pad co[‘)' film genre (cf, Chrlﬁilfillsen. tth,
mutually constitute one another through a feedback toop dynamic (Schec'ner * King 1999), whose tropes were increasingly drawn' upon to cha aclenzc ' e
investigative authorities pursuing Clinton and working so hard to assassinate

2002; Turner 1982). ’ o another. and as Clinton’s
While Clinton entered the White House tenuously as a good-bad gu his character. These symbolic shifts _fdmh[dmd ane another. and o .
Tuly 17,1995, the Washiigton Times was describing the Clinton White House a political team became more success.!‘ul at morphing Fh{—: pl:ESldel-]l s 1CC;JSC£ S
shrouded in a “Climate of Suspicion.” TIME Magazine's headline the followin into bad cops, Clinton's transformation into the quasi-heroic. quick-thinking,

week was “Whitewater Tricks: New Hearings Prompt the Clintons to Make Ne gangster escapist accelerated. ) ) '
The bad cop picture represents a mutation of the rogue cop genre film popular

Revelations - Oaly 1o Be Caught Short Again.” What led to these construction : : ‘ f o
vl in the mid- and tate 1970s. Rising to prominence in the wake of Watergate, the

in which, for a sizeable portion of the nation’s political center. Clinton wa : weure fiehting for justice aaainst
increasingly associated with the negative codes of gangsterism? (TOgue cop piciure pits a stoic, everyman CU'P_'hg-Ule' fighting for .JU“‘C.‘? 2: 1 t
1993 saw the development of several Clinton White House scandals: “Tra - both street criminals and representuu.\n_as of institutional uuL{mr‘lLy. Hl‘- epart-
elgate,” concerning charges of nepotism and the mismana mental superiors and political authorities have becc‘);.ne sources o.f cor rL_lp’hon_.
travel funds;'" Vi;ce Foster’s suicide:'” the | and instead of representing authors and protectors of justice, they are portrayed
4 as standing in the way of justice. Shifting the locus of corruption, the .bad

: cop genre proliferates in the wake of 1991's widely and frequently tefevised

pects, gangst
reumstances
al wealth and institutip

In the American collective imagination the Langster symbol, in both jts.
person and filmic forms. came to represent a Kind of romanticized outly
good-bad guy. or a pragmatic Robin Hood. The intensity with which port;
of the Depression-era public came to identify with these social renegade
perhaps best illustrated by people’s reaction to John Dillinger’s violen( death
by the guns of FBI agents outside the Biograph Theatre in 1934, Chicag;
[mmediately after his fall from the gunshots, hordes of onlookers descended o
the scene and began mopping up the icon of romantic populism’s blood wi
their clothes.'” Just as Dillinger drew fire from (he feds. the highly popul
gangster film genre came under institutional fire as wel, Drafted in 1930 sp
strictly instituted in 1934, the Hays Code repres
religious reaction to the gangster’s increasingly
imagination. The product of collaboration between Willjam Harrison Hays, wh
served in President Warren Harding’s cabinet, a grab-bag of religious figuires
and Hollywood moguls whose industry was plagued by scand

ented a quasi-governments
beloved status in the Americar

gement of federa
ailure of Arkansas’® Madiso
and periodic business partners
The White House staff’s resistant and evasive response

Guaranty S&L run by the Clintons® friends
the McDougals. '3
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home-videotape clip showing Los Angeles policemen violently subdy Iip
Alrican American motorist Rodney King. :
In the bad cop geare no character is left completely innocent or virtuoi
rather, all characters are portrayed as struggling against social forces to maj
tain a civilized dignity. The bad cop is one of the few that gives up this strugg
completely and exercises his power in {requently arbitrary. yet atways e
interested ways. While the pervasiveness of corruption amongst the leagja
of police foot-soldiers is left ambiguous, those with the power 1o investigy
and physically subdue others are portrayed as the clearest representativ
potential evil. This genre’s presence in the collective constitution of the re;
was powerfully demonstrated in 1995, when attorney Johnny Cochran re;_ﬁr'
sented OJ Simpson’s official police investigators as bad cops. The investigators
exact motives for targeting Simpson remained rather ambiguous; they wer
stmply sinister, if shaped by racism and desire for notoriety.!” Actor Denze
Washington, the lead in this genre’s quintessential filmic representation, Traii
ing Day (2001); received one of the film industry’s highest honors for his por:
trayal of a bad cop whose “nihilistic magnificence” and “underhandedness” [g
ontookers — both in the film and in its audiences — raptin a state of puzzlement

ghé Republicans to take the extraordinarily unpopu_lar step of oi’.ﬁciaily shutting
down all government services, twice. The powerful and emotionally cllarg.e?d
pérfoﬂ'ﬁi!ﬂct’.ﬁ Clinton delivered throughout these battles over the buc}geg SOl.ld-
ified a shift in the political arena’s symbolic landscape. By the endiof the bﬂgt‘le
over the budget, talk of “scandal fatigue™ be.gzm Lo emerge to di.E!SC!'.le lh'e shift-
ine mood amongst the nation’s moderate middle, Whereas Qm*mg. Lbe prior two
y'ek rs Clinton was effectively coded as evasive and worthy of suspicion (o mlr]y:
the Clinton versus Republicans show-down marked the dramatic recastfng o%‘
the Republicans in the political sphere’s role of the bad cop. The Repybhcuns
“various investigative efforts were increasingly imerpreted‘ as less‘monlvuled py
democratic ideals and more driven by counterdemocratic forms of pamsan_shlp.
Puring this shift in symbolic landscape a critical plot-point occur.red: Clinton
agan his intimate relationship with Monica Lewinsky three days into the gov-
'-err;ment shut-down. -
Independent Council, Ken Starr’s investigative ieuch was exszded in ‘1 996
by Attorney General Reno to include “Filegate™" aqd zlll.egutlolns c.rf Clinton
‘officials lying 1o Congress. This increase in Republican investigative power
fueled the symbolic expansion of their villain framework and catalyzed what

Alter successfully gaining centrol of Congress by running explicitly againg .:could be called the “Gingrich-ification” of I(c'n Starr. Unduu-nled b‘y. 01 un‘af\;farle
the Clinton Administration during 1994"s midterm elections, the Republicans . ‘of this trend, the Republicans continued to insinuate that the investigative efforls

increase in institutionat autharity appeared to reflect a similarly impressiv Swould “reveal” mortally damaging facts about the Ciin.ton White Hquse, Despite
increase in symbolic authority and trust vis-a-vis American voters, Howeve a - the periodic unearthing of White House improprieties and L]UE:SIIDHlIbIG past
the number and severity of their attacks on Clinton increased, the Republicin dealings,™ none of these instances was symbolically transformed into the damn-
tactics and subjects of scrutiny began to alienate the moderate swing voters who “ing evidence the Republicans had been promising, As a Hconsequepc‘ﬁ- (1 ) F]le
had helped them gain their new-found power. ‘Republicans’ continual promises of a mortal blow fuele.c[ ".scandui fz.mr?rue,“ ?‘j)
During this time the president and his staff grew increasingly adept at shaping ~Starr’s investigative expansion resufted in the symbolfc linkage (?1 his pF)llil-
the political arena’s dramatic landscape. and moved to formalize their proces ‘cal motives with Newt Gingrich's, and (3) the Repubficans were increasingly
of meaning production with the development of a new scandal managemen framed as bad cops. driven by counterdemocratic motives and by a personal
team {Woodward 1999: 275). In 1994 and 1995 several convictions resulted! dislike for Clinton. _ o )
from the Whitewater investigations. While initially quite damaging politicall (A critical plot development oceurred in 1997, As the investigations contin-
the Clintorr Administration grew increasingly skilled at framing such convi ‘wed, an anonymous cail was placed to Paula Jones’s attorneys alerting them to
tions as inconsequentiul prosecutorial successes against obscure land develape Clinton’s velationship with Lewinsky (retrospectivei.y presumed -lo have been
and speculators. The convictions drew only scant coverage by national new: made by Linda Tripp). An important series of addiuomll'plat points fOHO“"Cd
casts, and received most of their attention in late-night talk show monologlies; that led to the publicrevelation of Clinton’s involvement with Lewinsky, Lewtﬂ—
which mocked Gingrich and the Republicans’ repeated promises that Clinto sky was subpoenzed by Paula Jones’s lawyers, for instuflce. She also met w-nh
undeing was nigh. To the contrary, Clinton’s symbolic framework began Clinton to “practice” for her deposition, was ol:f’erec‘l a job at Rcv?on lj)Lr C.[m«
improve, a process that was catalyzed by his masterfully presidential reactio ton’s friend. Vernon Jordan, and she shared a copy of a docume.nt titled * Po'mis
to the bormbing of the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in April 1995, to Make in an Affidavit,” containing instructions for .responc'hng to questions
Additionally, November and December of 1995 were dominated by narra about the Kathleen Willey case, with her then friend, Linda TI’l])]?. Shortly luter,
tive constructions of Clinton versus the Congressional Republicans in a battl ‘Tripp contacted Starr and agreed o tape conversations with Lewinsky about lxc?r
over the federal government’s budget. Clinton’s handling of the stalemate l_e:_' relationship with Clintorn. Starr then requested and was allowed to expand his
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investigation to include possible perjury
case. FBI and US attorneys questioned

: NS FEacEing o assumed corruption.
in exchange for testimony. And finally, on January 17, 1998, Clinton, ghy jral; uncontrollable, and furious reactions ta the assumed corrup
deposition denying he had been in 1 sexuul relationship with Lewinsky.

In the months 1o come, the Republican dramatic production worked tg i
these events as part of a chain of discovery of facts about Clinton’s true natis
They also sought to frame initial public reactions of shock and intense interes
constituting a natural response to what should be considered
sion of sacred boundaries. The Clinton production team. on th
Democrats more generally,

and obstruction of justice in the o
Lewinsky and offered her immuy

Sanee fused. ritual-like feel of irresistible momentum: “If he-’s.nof leil}ng
V?T}t L thi k i1it; residency is probably numbered in days. This isn’t going
o : Eh‘\;\l/}e\‘re Ingl ‘;OiI]E (o be here in three months talking about this a
he.rzu:i.uring WEHG];H[CT we all did, T am ;smuz.cd at _the speed 1-1';'!/?'11'.'(:;1‘&'2
fory is going.™® Actively partaking in the telling of the sic»'ry, -D-ow 50
i iess Ldescrébes the process as propelled hy a momt?nturrl 4?1 }is (_JWT,L '
oﬁEFhe was the central character in the initial stages of the incipient drama.

ehn[:sogi ;-fZ}S-L‘H«S(.‘@H{’, the critics rendered him a Ion.e figure at ccr}llch c;\l;igl:
’ “physical performance in his initial interview with J 1.m L:E.hlef‘ on F qu:?u ;
-21.5-11 \za‘i described as “visibly shaken and unsteady in his responses;™' he

our-was

a clear transgrag
¢ other han,
dramatically framed these events as part of a:lop
standing, secretive, villainously orchestrated plan to attack Clinton person Iy
for political gain,

Monicagate’s first phase

- . -, [T - 0 '.V
cared as though a “picture of isolation,” and “withdrawn . . . s;dle.“.e
e e app < e = . e d itiC'll] a5 “lBEﬂ 1stic
. e J—— e e e e - . X ; ; i w8 . ; h}rm'-mCC was [rde cr H y b g
The social processss resulting from the news release of Clinton’s possible 1 and:evasive.”™ His verbal pelrd ¢ . ;ic partial, and insufficient” and
. . . . - .. i . " earat cad ... + et iicdls ' *
tionship with Lewinsky appeared to take on a life of its own. The breach occurme and evasive.” “carefully word P 2
on January 21, 1998,

at L:T1 am, when Matt Drudge posted the hea
“Blockbuster Report: 23-Year-Old, Former White House Intern, Sex Relati
ship With President™ on his website. After learning of Drudge’s web-pos
the Washington Post ran the story on the 2Ist as well with the headline “Cli
Accused of Urging Aide to Lie,” o

The news’s rapid spread sparked massive, widespread shifts in attenti
among people working in political institutions
citizens away from their mundane routines to cen
One Administration official stated that an “air o
Washington;®! those in the Washington D.C.
gasted™ and “shocked beyond belief:™2
the qualitatively new tone in the n

) t...so heavily on omission and factual elision.™ Clinton was
ep?nd;’ nde a “counter-democratic” (Alexander and Smith 1993) chm‘a(.:le‘r.‘
c[}ll;[(i\l;llz cl;:it in li]e image of a guilty man \?'ho -wus once thought of as heroic if
.ﬂﬁwed but had been revealed as an impulsive l'l”i.lle. ‘ e
Within the first couple of days after the news’s relelase, pollsfeglsltﬁl:l, ) ;1_
atic changes in public opinion, indicating u.subslunuve exparnslzn 0 ’dj('ll %11 -
Ei:ke-_pl'ocess and the fusion of audiences w1t.h tll'Je. Re,_l_j‘dbhf':l:l rafr;:;,ins e
pumber of Americans who disbelieved both of .C]mmn § d-‘enm .-s-—‘ob ? ti:__{“
affair with Lewinsky and suborning her to perjure hersgljl - .rcz.se b:;ill sb a?c;m};
from 28 percent disbelieving Clinton on Jamu'ur_‘/ Zf] to 62 percent 1\ e 1 We”:
iﬁm on January 23. Desires [or Clinton’s retng.:.mil(.n? were on. L.ll1e 1.156 a:; tme,
vith 67 percent wanting his departure ["r(‘Jm ofh.ce if the _alleg;nu::ns ,Wﬁ;“arﬂ ,
—and-56 percent favoring impeachment if he refused to step down vo ¥
: (AELCL(:I? ‘:Ylg)m inciptent social drama respond to a breach and mounlmg 5?11156
of erisis by working to control the meaning, unl.:l thus the consequer'l?es o ]t;eJ
Tews. The&z invoke symbols with great metaphoric 1'cac‘:h. and try to dth}l}bll\[ e }r
construct and embody favorable symbols, codes, and literary uf'chetyp-es 1n‘ .131
“actions, Actors’ control over the means of symbolic 211"1(1 .emotzonal pr ({JE}%!L[I.C‘E},
their access to power, and their approaches to esfa.bllshmg tl}e drama’s nise-
“en-seéne contribute to the formation of audiences’ mlerprelat}ons.‘ .
The Republicans’ dramatic intentions inclu‘d_ed e’r‘lcoura}g‘]ngl rltusclii‘;ll]olrtl_,
liminality, and a collective sense of being “(?u'L of time. _ Nurmt-lvcr y;n Iici;
ically this invelved establishing and maintaining narrative clarity and simplicity,

and news media, and pul
ter on a particulur oceurreng
f unreality” had taken hol '_
area were described as “Aahber
% and one commentator, reflecting:
ation’s capital at the close of the event’s fii
week, symbolically linked the event with Watergate, stating “Friday evenips
brought to close a week fnot seen] since the darkest days of Watergate, ™23 i
Audiences actively engaged the emerging ritual-like process as well, Brea
ing from their routine affairs, people Aooded Internet new
many servers due to the he
and tuned into cable news
in viewership 2

§ websites, crashing
avy traffic, bought newspapers in record numbers
networks, which experienced dramatic increas
E-civil spheres mushroomed online, as chatroo
people seeking to discuss and debate the events.

Watergate continued to play
Conservative critic William Sa
im

ms filled wit

a central role in the event’s symbolic framing
fire invoked a piece of Watergate's naturalistic.
“firestorm that [is].
aphors Watergate and firestorm ar

agery. characterizing the atmosphere around Clinton as g
going to break out around him." The met
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would demand an unimaginable will to deceive and unto hitherto unforeg:
performative skills for Clinton to achieve felicity through falsity unde
extreme conditions. critics assumed. Deception, it was believed, would:
fefl a revealing trace, On the other hand, convinced that Clinton always liad
Republican base marveled at the performance. reading the president’s as it
ness as indicative of u certain degree of pathology. _
Clinton received aid from a skilled supporting cast as well. In a phw
fully dramatic intervention the following morning, Hillary Clinton appearey
on NBC's top-rated morning show, the Today Show, and synthesized all o
elements of the Administration’s dramatic strategy into a succinet, cohers
plot. Up to this time Mrs. Clinton had been a polarizing figure. The core of the
left championed her as a representation of how capable women could sery a
improve the public sphere. The core of the right distrusted her and saw herus
inappropriately presumptuous and ambitious in her role as First Ludy. Nejiher
of these audiences would be swayed by her Today Show appearance, Her pe
formance as-a-loyal wife who believed uid would dafend her hushand wrid;
such embarrassing circumstances, however, won her the respect of the criticg]
important political middle still reeling from the just-released allegations 7 :
During the interview the First Lady assumed the authoritative tore an
demeanor of a drama’s narrator. a role whose interpretive authority stems ff
its critical distance from, and narrative omniscience of. the action on cen
stage. Successfully taking on this role would allow Mrs. Clinton to appe
as though she were capable of perspicaciously overseeing the event’s overa
plot, and would thus cast her as a neutral expositor in the eyes of the dram
followers.

hcther script without interruption, oppositional retorts, or the elaboorulion.nf
- ':n'temarruiivcs. Of course, it Wo.ulc[ be either bold or stupid dramatic practice
o heinterviewed by a hostile critic, y o

uring her performance, the First Lady worked to shift the drama’s Hiise-ell-
¢ by emphasizing what her tone and cllc‘ameanor suggested should pe obvmus
o all witnesses, that “the great story here” was not illl.JDuL her l'msbund balxl %bou%
‘accusers. In this manner Mrs. Clinton helped shift the social-dramatic locus‘
i Bill Clinton fo his accusers while simultaneousty clruwing-on .sys.t'ems of
resentation that framed the investigators ag counlerdem.ocmtac vl1l§11ms. .
The phrase “right-wing conspiracy™ invoked imagery of a s?c;'ellve. .coorch-
sted orchestration to oust her husband from office. Her wordmg, “against my
shand,” conjured imagery of the private sphere, thus emphusiz'mg the sexual
dimension of the accusations as opposed to the issues more directly related
to.Clinton’s office. “Husband™ instead of “the president™ 5}1gg_€stec[ that the
ccusers were laking aim at an unfair target, the family, which is perhaps the
{re.ry.hub of the private sphere. -
Finally, Mrs. Clinten’s use of the phrase “since the day he announced ‘l'or
resident” framed the current evenis in the context of an ongeing, long»lastm.g
historical effort. The First Lady’s phrase countered the Republicans’ dralnul}(:
infentions by pointing out that the allegations and “the real story” did not begin
that week. Rather. her dramatic framing of the plot, suggesting that the stor-y
aciually started long ago, functioned to erode the audience’s sense of dl‘ﬂl’t‘{ﬂl’lc
boundedness; to deflae speclators’™ senses of being “out of time” and in a
racketed” moment. 1t further encouraged the andience to detach from the
production to study it for signs of orchestration or manipulation. It suggested
Tat if the audience members looked closely they would be able to see the
elaborate history of backstage machinations and rehearsat efforts the accusers
had engaged in. Mrs. Clinton’s performance was orchestrated to play as an
.mpassihcmhed though reasoned request of audiences and media to interpret her
husband’s initial “evasions” as instances of restrained frustration. She asked
onEookerb to identify with and understand the hero's careful patience in tie
ace of such personalized, counterdemocratic efforts. Her account invoked a
_romantic narrative of a reluctant hero. a kind of Robin Hood. a generally merry,
Ipeace-loving man, being forced to fight villainous conspirators seeking to harm
“him and his family.

* Roughly twelve hours after his wife's performance. Clinton-the-accused
entered one of the nation’s most sacred physical spaces and delivered his State
of the Union Address. Clinfon’s performance during this highly symbolic evmlli
capped Monicagate’s first phase, and sealed hi$ dramatic production’s domi-
nant, if tenuous narrative control over the event.’® As New York Times columnist
John Broder framed the evening’s performance: “Few other politicians of his

She stated the plot simply and matter-of-factly:

This is the great story here. tor anybody willing to find it and write about it and 'ex'pl'
it, is this vast righr-wing conspiracy that has been conspiring against my hsband 31
the day he annaunced for president. A few journalists have kind of caught on to it'a
explained it. but it has not yet been fully revealed io the American public. And, actuia
you knaw, in a bizarre sort of way, this may do it.* .

The First Lady’s unproblematic access to the US’s highest rated mom'ﬁ_:3
aews show placed her face in the tiving rooms and kitchens of millions of peop
across the nation.’” The timing was impeccable, though it was emphasize
very early in the interview that her appearance had been scheduled weeks:
advance and was to address a different subject. In contrast to her husband.
performance the night prior, Mrs. Clinton entered people’s lives unofﬁcia’li'y.‘
during their familiar routines, and she treated her audience as if she were
friend dropping in to discuss a personal problem. Her role and title of F
Lady brought her added deference from the interviewer, and allowed her:t




Social Performance o S The Clinton/Lewinsky affair 135
generation — or any other -- could have pulled off a performance like that of he first phase of Monicagate drew to an end, Democraiic opinion-makers
Clinton tonight . . . Mr. Clinton sailed forward into the stiff wind of adversits 4 laraely succeeded at portraying the OIC as an uncenstitutional character in
Inone of the most watched Addresses in the late twentieth century, Clintonm : dm:n . Polls indicate that Clinton supporters and sizeable portions of the
no mention of the scandal or of Lewinsky. His words and physical demegng e yablc politicul middle were beginning to consider the O1C a counterdemo-

evoked the script *1 am going back to doing the work of the nation.™ Cou Atic institution that granted unlimited power and resources to an investigator
to the Republicans’, Clinton’s script emphasized a return to the routing a at could assert his authority arbitrarily. o
mundane, and strove to further deluse the once ritualized atmosphere. : Once in place. the symbolic frameworks of Monicagate’s breach and crisis
In addition to these performances, many of the Democratic producti jiases remained remarkably steady over the subsequent months. The majority
lesser characters and sympathetic critics worked vigorously to discursivel of skeptical, swayable publics that constituted the political center had settled
frame Clinton’s accusers in a counterdemocratic light. Ken Starr, the Offt Sto-understanding Monicagate through the Clinton team’s dramatic frame-
ol Independent Council. Linda Tripp, and Menica Lewinsky were all place, vork. Due to the Democratic production’s dramatic and discursive efforts, the
en-scene through this supporting cast’s efforts. Republicans were not perceived as legitimate carriers of the ritual project to
The loose symbelic framework of bad cop that had dogged Independ: . his sizeable majority. The machinations of their dramatic production had been
Council Ken Stasr began to crystallize under the pressure of repeated portrayas rapidered highly visible, their back-stage ellectively breught to the fore, and
of him as an abusive investigator relying on strong-arm tactics, For instanés - their. script rendered overly artificial and contrived. On the other hand, though
Harvard Law Professor Alun Dershowitz’s direct linkage ol Starr’s tactics.t riow in the minority, the conservative base remained passionately anti-Clinton,
those of overly aggressive police ofticers practically cast Starr in the lead o nsisted the president was lying, and interpreted the Clinton leam’'s response as
of a*“good cop, bad cop” routine. in which the good cop leaves the interrogati \ £ Farce that threatened the very foundations of American democracy.
room to allow Starr to “work the suspect over™: : S

Perhaps [Starr's actions] will get [public officials] — and the public - to think about th ' Monicagate's middle phase

broad implications of arming prosecutors and the police with untrammeled authorit :
(= A . P w ctmenrll A F - . 3 2 T 1dress ¢ 4 Olf]j'_

to conduct stings, to record conversations and to cocrce cooperation by threatenin Public opinion trends steadied after the Stule of the Union Address and a pol:

prosecution, No citizen should be targeted by a sting without a *sting warrant”™ based o " {zation between two publics solidified. By the enfl -01"3 uly u_majonty (57 percent)
probable cause. Nor should any citizen be subjected to the abusive tactics used agai . opposed Clinton leaving office under auny conditions while a small but devout
the President by Kenneth Star.™! ' 35 percent supported continuing efforts to investigate and expel him. There
“were two downward shifts in anti-Clinton public opinton afler January: pro-
: fésignation sentiments decreased 20 percentage points, and pro-impeachment
“ sentiments decreased 16 percentage points (ABC News poll, July 31, 1998).
Yet, alongside these trends, at the end of July. 68 percent of the social drama’s
sudience believed Clinton had an affair with Lewinsky and lied about it. an
i increase of 18 percentage points over the same time. These contrasting poll
tiends indicate an interesting dramatic dynamic ook place between February
and early August. A sizeable portion of the general public resisted identifying
“with the Republican dramatic production despite believing Clinton had lied
* about his relationship with Lewinsky, on the one hand, and that he had repeat-
“edly, assertively lied about not lying. on the other. Starr’s late July disapproval
ratings hovered around 60 percent. These trends indicate the Clinton dramatic
L'am sure of one thing. The Constitution was not meant to give us — and we should no production’s efforts succeeded during the previous six months, ef'f'ecllvel.y vil-
want — a system of government in which a roving inspector general with nnaceonntable ifying Starr and further delegitimating the investigative process. As mentioned
power oversees the President of the United States . . . Altogether, what we see in the ' above, the Republicans were unable to engage in any vigorous dramatic duel-
events is the picture of an excepiionally zealous prosecitor. And we see one operating ing because the Clinton team had successfully sculpted the dramatic landscape
with sio meaningfil restraints on his poswer 2 such that vigorous Republican action would be read through the idioms of the

By the end of Monicagate’s first phase Starr wus coded as an extensic
of the Republican Party, enacting a conspiratorial plot to destroy the preside
politically and persenally. Seeking to satisfy his personal and political intere
Starr was understood as relentlessly persecuting the president, stretching ¢
law, and exceeding his mandate.

To paraphrase Derrida, nothing exists outside the coding. The Democrati
production worked hard 1o dramatically frame the Office of Independent Cou ;
cil us a counterdemocratic institution that endangered the democratic ideals o
the nation by granting a kind of ambiguous legal protection 1o the Envestigatdr__
expansive use of his position’s power. Anthony Lewis’s Op-ed column in the
New York Times stated this sentiment succinetly:
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bud cop genre. By keeping the past six years of relentless symbolic attacks
the president by Republicans in Monicagate’s script, the Administration’s &
duction essentially neutered the Republicans of any symbolic power and ca
in doubt their right to perform and narrate, .
Within this context, two micro-events in the drama’s middle phase nonef
less functioned to bring publics back to considering the Republicans’ discursiy
and dramatic offerings. and reinvigorated the event’s initially ritually chars
atmosphere. In particufar, Starr’s investigative pressure eventually led the Cf
ton production to have its star publicly admit to an “inappropriate relationsh
with Lewinsky (performed on August 17). This dramatic confession place
Clinton back en-scéne and infused the Republican drama with new energy, Th
confession reinvigorated the right’s base, and caused those at the pofitical cen;
ter. who had decided to back Clinton because they did not trust his inquisitor
tareconsider their loyalty to a zuy that had lied to them. Once powerfully deﬂa
tionary, Clinton’s “finger stabbing in the air” performance became his * waomn
his firiger in shame” performance, and ‘was used forcefully by Repubhcans 1
parody Clinton’s initial performative enthusiasm and to reiterate his* ﬁ!tckness
the strength of his skills at deception.
Less than a month later the Starr Report’s release on the Internet and in boo
torm revitalized the event’s prior, substantively charged almosphere as wel
The Report’s Internet debut on September 11 triggered unother break from
the mundane in people’s everyday lives.* “Americans across the country trie
to participate in this unprecedented kind of electronic town hall meeting,a.
reporter described, but “were shut out because of the overload on the compute
network, ™+

The New York Tines editorial page's reaction to the Report's contents frame
Clinton in terms that could be found in any film textbook’s discussion of lh
gangster genre’s anti-hero:

No citizen - indeed, perhaps no member of his own family - could have grasped the
completeness of President Clinton’s mendacity or the magnitude of his recklessne
Whatever the outcome of the resignation and impeachment debates, the independen
counsel report by Mr. Starr is devastating in one respect, and its historic mark will b
permanent. A Presidens who had hoped to e remenbered for the grandeur of his socia
legislation will instead be remembered for the renvdriness of his rastes and conduer and

for the disrespect with which he treated a dwelling that is a revered symbol of Prcs1den11.1
dignity, ™

Both of these micro-events reversed previous poll trends. Clinton’s job
approval rating dropped to 57 percent, tying its lowest mark set Just after the
scandal broke. Public calls to “just drop the matter” lessened substantialty:
down 17 percentage points from the prior month’ s poll. 47 percent of the public
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vored ending the investigation with the Report’s publication. On the other
and. 51 percent favored further investigations and congressional hearings on
peac:hment {ABC News, September 14, 1998).

At the culmination of Monicagate’s first phase. three audiences had merged
ato two when the majority of publics in the political center came o understand

{he event largely through the Clinton team’s dramatic narrative. Polls indicate

jat Clinton’s admission to having lied combined with the release of the Starr
eij.ort to encourage the audience of Clinton sympathizers to split into two
Lidiences. Once again the public was constituted by three audiences, each with

1 different interpretation of what was taking place in the political arena. Polls
1150 indicate that some of the skeptical centrists who had come to sympathize

ith the Clinton team’s nasrative disassociated from both parties’ dramas, indi-
cating there was a likely chance this drama would end without heroes of any

Later in Monicagate’s second, middle phase, on August 21, Clinton’s taped
testimony belore the Grand Jury was aired on national and cable televisio‘n.
The tape's release ultimately backfired on its creators. Seekir.lg a sluccessful
degradationritual, the Republicans intended the tape to shame Clinton in F_ront of
ihe nation. The cinematography framed Clinton iike a criminal before a tribunal.
He was taped only from the waist up, similar in style to a classic “mug shot” of
sangster film imagery. While reporting on the event varied across the political
';pectrum. the tape’s airing was largely framed as an extreme, unjust attermpt
to publicly degrade Clinton. Though multiple publics witnessed the ev?nt, the
fape’s airing appeared to further delegitimate all parties involved und‘to f.ructure
any ritual resubstantivization processes that followed Clinton’s confession upd
the Starr Report’s publication.*® The footage and its ironic consequences for
the Republican dramatic effort again illustrate the contingency of such eve-nls
and the dramatic producers’ limited ability to estimate how their production

efforts will be received by various publics.

In the November midterm elections the Republicans not only failed to
increase their 55-to-45 margin in the Senate, but the Democrats picked up
five seats in the House. This Democratic gain represents the first time since
1934 that the president’s party gained seats in a midterm election.

Monicagate’s third and final phase

The House hearings and impeachment proceedings contained some of the most
dramatic settings and formally ritvalized proceedings of the entire event, yet
the Republicans were siill unable to get a broader audience to cathect with
their production. From the outset Republican Representative Henry Hyde lr?ed
to infuse the proceedings with an atmosphere of grave solemnity. invoking
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Roman law, the Magna Carta, the Constitutional Convention. and referencip
the Civil War's battles of Bunker Hill, Lexington, and Concord.

Democratic Representatives Barney Frank {Mass.) and Charles Schurmg,
(NY) resisted accepting the Republicans’ impeachment seript that called Fo
solemuity, reverence. and gravity, by performing comedy. In opposition, Fr:
and Schumer turned the hearings into a farce by repeatedly cracking jo

and making disruptions that frequently had the House Democrats roiling wi
taughter:

sentically situate and strategize vis-ii-vis the symbelic structures in which they
re eﬁ]bedded. ] w

i gome earlier sociological analysts of Monicagate have argued that, “because
‘nocollective actions followed™ Clinton’s impeachment. “this symbolically most
jepificant of events in our commonwealth failed to oconr with the solemnity

S - - . i .
that would have allowed il to take its place alongside Watergate in the American

pbliticui unconscious. It failed to induce despair, as it failed to induce shared
iﬁdignution and togetherness”™ (emphasis in the originad; Larson and Wagner-
acifici 2001: 738). |

My argument in this chapter, based not only on an ul.icrlnutlvfz theory but on
discursive and statistical data, contradicts these claims. Indignation and da':spmr
were lelt, and togetherness was experierrced. though perhaps not solely in 1h.e
way that liberal sociologists might sympathize with or Ijespact_. But the theoreti-
¢al lesson here is vital, Action is not the sole indicator af meaning. l?e‘cause mul-
tiple audiences experienced Monicagate’s events in several identifiable ways,
“apalysts must be very careful not to conflate their own common-sense u.ndep
standings of the event with those ol the audience. Geertz (1983: 75) cautioned
to be mindful of the taken-for-grantedness of common sense.

Franke: “Now, by the way, on that subject, my colleague from Arkansas chatlenggpd
Mr. Craig before and said that the president never admitied to *sexual contact’ wi
Ms. Lewinsky: he used the phrase ‘inappropriate intimate contact.” And | suppose 4
might have been having an inappropriate intimate conversation about which coun
they’d like 1o bomb together. (Laughter).™ '

Though the hearings provided the Republicans the opportunity to intervene i

Americans” lives more directly and forcefully than before, only a small portio
of the American public tuned in the television to watch their production. Th
television-ratings story of the weekend was CBS's decision to break away from
coverage of the impeachment vole 1o televise a football game between the Ne
York Jets and the Buffalo Bills. When CBS cut away to the game, its rating
quadrupled to 12 million viewers, more than doubling CNN's highest spiked
rating of the day at 5.3 million for Clinton’s address to the nation,*®

There ure o number of reasons why treating comsmon sense as a relatively organized

body of considered thought, rather than just what anyone clothed and in his right mind
" knows, should lead on to some useful conclusions: but perhaps the most timportant is that
it is an inherent characteristic of common-sense thought precisely to deny this and o
affirm that its tenets are immediate deliverances of experience, not deliberaie reflections
upon it.

Conclusion

Indeed, hermeneutics begins where common sense ends. In this abridged
. analysis of the Clinton era | have argued that political actors and audiences
- atike understood Monicagate through the sense-making structures of the codes
- of civil society (Alexander and Smith 1993), and through the tropes of popular
film genres that historically have dramatized the social relations and practices
' 6fjustice. While euch cluster of agents experienced these cultural structures as
commonsensical, they were culturally constructed and contingent.

Tt was through these collective representations that America’s imagined com-
munity dramatically reaffirmed itself as real. Monicagate’s clusters of agents
expressed dishbelief, unger, resentment, and even hatred for one another. Belfw?ep
the competing parties and skeptical audiences. however. a common code of le
discourse, and shared popular cultural tropes about cops and their prey, sustained
the eneruizing moral fabric of democratic life.

Political power is constrained by and must operate through symbolic, dramati
power. This is an analytic distinction; it does not necessarily follow that th
two exist separately in the empirical world in any strong sense. Yet Monicagat
demonstrates we must certainly not reduce symbolic power to palitical power, z;'
the Republicans were unable to establish the event’s master narrative despite th

vast means of symbolic production at their disposal and their su perior number
in both Houses of Congress. B

In this chapter { have demonstrated how cultural pragmatics contributes
theoreticat explanation for how events eater into social existence. The theo
retical framework offers a set of concepts for analyzing the processes through
which highly differentiated. imagined communities constitute an evenl’s reality.
These processes lake the form of agonistic competitions undertaken to mobilize
solidarity and consensus around scripted narratives, :

Cultural pragmatics accounts for how meaning, in the form of background:
collective representations, shapes social actors and audiences’ interpretations
in a deeply structural way. Yet it allows for contingency by reconciling cul-
ture’s deeply constitulive power with social actors’ abilities to creatively and

Notes

1. Giesen's work on epiphany (ch. 11, this volume) establishes & theoretical framework
for examining how social actors experience the sacred. In his empirical application
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of the concept epiphaay (ch. 8, this volume}, Rauer examines how Brandy's kieg

before the Warsaw Memorinl literally performed an interaction with the sacreg:
initiated profound shifts in German collective identity as a result.

2. The normative tendency to reduce the significance of Monicagate is particy

See Barthes (19770), Schechner (1977, 2002), and Mukc.:rji and Schudsen (1991),
“for theoretical arguments that establish the need to f'.‘,\'fll’z]ll']t? pnpulu.r cultural s{tl_luu
Chures” influence in the creation of everyday undersmn.cim?_rs. See‘ C]_mslensen. (t987),
“Gibson (1994), and King (1999), for cmpirical npp[lcz}nons of 1]11.? lhc_‘orcucal lurn
hat demanstritte the interactive relationship betweerl hllm ‘;md social hf(":. _
Washingron Posr, November 4, 1992, Clinton won 439 of the vote; Bush garnered

stroag afier September 11, 2001. But this interpretive urge represents and reaf:
an important cultural sociological point. Understanding turn-ol-the-century A
can life and collective identity requires us 10 treat this impulse as indicative
important plot point in a narrative Americuns tell themselves about themselves
temporary civil discourse makes sense of an America belore and after 9711,
wis ot but now is serious, which was naive bul hag been forced into a 5| _
knowledge. Contemporary discourse indicates America believes ir has been tbfced
out of the Garden and made aware of the reality of evil. Post-9/11, many people l_t.m.k
back on Monicagate and asl incredulously, “we were concerned about thar?™ T}
interpretive trend lestifies to the fact thal yes, we were concerned about thar, and'pgs
sionately enough to battle tiercely over defining what exactly rliar was. its seriousmes
and what should be done about it. Far from being imagined or in some sense “n
real:” Monicagale continues; and will contisus, to exercise influence over Amerie
collective sense making, Sociologicaily, representations diminishing Monicagﬁte
seriousness (while empirically erroncous in their own right, in my opinion), mu
figure prominently in investigations of contemporary intra- and inter-national affaj:
Most significant are two sociological facts. First, in many ways Monicagate mh
trated people’s everyday lives 1o the extent that the event assumed constitutive staly
effectively defining the year 1998, Vast amounts of data demonsirate the event becim,
the preferred communal reference point for Americans in their everyday interactio
{rom quantitative data such as polis, cable-TV news’ ratings, Internet wehsite ar
chatroom traffic indicators, and newspaper space allotted to covering the event;
such qualitative forms as the content of tate-night talk show monologues, newpape
letters to the editor, and frequently overheard heated discussions amongs! friends an
strangers about “what Clinton was thinking™ and what should constitute an impeach:
able offence. Second, from the cataclysmic quality of the event's inception Lo its
tepid finale, it was meaningful, and s explicable because it was dramaticaily and
narratively structured and lived. -
3. SeeSchudson {1992: 155), and Schy Aartz (1998), on the persuasiveness ofAlexander_
account,

New York Times, November 4, [892. . y .
3. The authenticity of Clinton’s populist itnage stemn}ed from u.n clegant ,?yn'"jms-.tT}
-'betwecn his campaign’s selected means of symbelic production and a scn[?l ll-l—df
emphasized how the candidate’s biography ?aturul.ly clem.zm(_}ed 1]1:1} hc. B].n,pd,ﬂ,“&
with a public far removed from the world of Wuslm}glon 11151‘der.v.. For 1n5.[dm,5. to
highlighs Clinton’s ditferences from Bush Sr. - a distanced figure \x.'ho SCE:]HL(: [O
pe;sonil"y the buttoned-down Washinglon establishment, whe flew over the people’s
heads in Air Force 1, the archetypical symbol of goYernmemul g?.oxw;r - }hu Clmto?
campaign boarded a bus and headed into “Amernf:a s heartland (H c.r.vhmgmn me
july 18, 1992). During scheduled stops, the Ci!l’l(_jldiltc whp coyld lc_cl your pntm

(New York Times, March 28. 1992) would toss a [(.JDIble] witl his running ma'lc_. ‘.md
pledge to “give the country back™ to ordinary citizens, who had been organized to

appear as spontancous audiences (Vew York Tinres, July 19, 1992). .

4. The metaphor traveled from the Arkansas Dcmm.':w-Gc‘.':cnc across the f—\l]dn[lt, [_9
the London Times, only to be picked back up in the United States by the New York
Times shortly thereafter.

. David Grann, The New Yorker, January 27, 2003, . o H

11. In early July, 1993, the White House's report from its internal investigation was

released. .
. Found dead on July 20, 1993 in Fort Marcy Park. Foster was the White House deputy
counsel and longtime friend and business partner of the Clintons., o o
i 13, The Washingron Post reported the Justice Department’s investigative 1memt0n_5 in
a front-page story on October 31, 1993, entitled “U.S. Ts Asked to Probe Failed
Arkansas S&L.” .
14, In terms of the “discourse of ¢ivil society,” by 1993 the Clinton team recognized the
need to change their scandal management technigues. Bob Woodward ﬂuotes Mﬁﬂl‘k
Fabiani, the publicity agent for Clinton's “Scandal Management Tcam (al.a. 1.115
rapid response team”) stating, “loek, we've got to build our n?p‘umuon for openness
with the American public to both reduce the climate of suspicion and consequently
to become mere politically effective in terms of policy. ‘ _
15. The New York Times reported that though the White House denied the elc.clmn
was a referendum on Clinton, many of the Republican victors had placed Clinton
at the center of their campaigns for office (Berke, Nesw York Times, N(IJV(:thl" 10,
1994, A/1/6). “*Morphing,” a new advertising technique ofs!owl.y blcnc‘lmg !elewicé
images together to form a new image, figured prominently in this a:_lectlm} cycle. “In
the éomzrcssional races there'll be over 30 campaigns uging some form of the fnomh
and :lln}:JsL all esclusively using Clinton as the bad guy.” said Dan Leonard, director

4. The combination of meaning's centrality with the reduction of symbols 1o commod
ties and instruments of power encourages the reduction of culture to practice. Social
actors are represented as instrumentally orienting towards symibols as material tools
to be used to dupe others in one’s pursuit of desired ends. The theoretical contortion
stemns from trying to reconcile the centrality and persuasiveness of meaning with the
need to reduce social actors to uber-agentic, savvy consumers af culture who are {oo
jaded by culture's commodification to engage any symbotic performance of collecs
tive identity in the first place. Social actors are thus portruyed as influenced by the
instramental manipalation of symbots on the one hand, and maintained as 100 savvy
and suspicious Lo buy into any symbolic production, on the other. '
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of communications for the National Republican Congressional Commitiee
in New York Times. October 29, 1994, 1/9/1). See Sohchack's
the effects of telev

(qu

(2002} analys

isual montage on historical conscinusness for an CXAMin
ol the relationship between televised performarces (and other forms of (eley;
symbelic manipulation) and audiences’ uaderstandings of the ev '

- Bob Dale became Senate Majority Leader in the Senate and New
House Spealer.

ent’s progressi
t Gingrich be

38,

. In this instance. even science’s discursive hegemony wus contained and cantra]js
as DNA evidence placing Simpson al the scene of the crime was narraled g
through invocations of the bad cop genre’s tropes. It was argued (hat Simpsog
DNA was placed at the crime scene by bad cops investigating the double merde
Elvis Mitchell. New York Thnes, October 5. 2001,
"Filegate™ is the label giv

if.
19.

e to the White House's improper procurement of hundrei
of FBI files on Congressional Republicans and past presidential
workers and advisers,

- The Government Reform Oversight Committee released its “Travelgate” report cf
icizing the employces’. firing.and the Clintons’ evasiveness-in the tnvestigation; fo;
instance, =

- New York: Times, Fanuary 22, 1998, Aj25/1.

. Nens York Times, Clines and Gerth, January

23

24,

administratior

21

12

27

[998. All/e.

New York Times. Broder. January 24, 1998, A/1/6.

MSNBC and FOX News posted 1009 increases. and CNN recorded a 60
(Boston Glohe, January 25, 1998, A/10: Washingron Post, January 27, |
New York Times, Jonuary 22. 1998, AJ29/5.

ABC’s This Week, January 25, 1998; emphusis added.

New York Times, Broder, Tanuary 23, 1998, A/1/6.

New York Times, Berke and Bennet, January 23, 1998, A/1/23,

New York Times, January 23, 1998, A/20/1.

The number of pecple betieving Clinton had an affair with Lewinsky rose 20%: in
the first three days, and the number believing he had encouraged her 1o lie about
the relationship rose 14% (ABC News, January 24, 1998). For the first time §
his tenure, less than half the public (49%) betieved Clintan had the “honesty and;
integrity required to serve elfectively” us President (ABC News, Tannary 29, (908

% increase
998, D/T)

25,
26.
27,
28.
29,
30.

4
e
43

15

31. Given more space, [ would argue that Clinton’s symbolic framework is in part &
product of the political and cultural battles of the fate [960s on the one hand, ani
maore currently a product of the 1980s and 1990s culture wars on the other. Tt shoul
be clear that I am not arguing that Clinton's actions in themselves, of necessity
compelled a particular public response.

32, Seelye in New York Times, January 24, 1998, A/8/3.

33, New York Times, Bennet,

340 New York Tines, Broder.

33. New York Daily News. January 27, 1998, p. 28,

36. NBC News Transcripts, January 27, 1998; emphasis added,

30,
a0,
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NBC's Today show registered a 7.2 rating (percentage of the nation’s 98 million
) . - C eate cer) [ . . 9
homes with televisions) and a 29 share (percentage of sets in use) on January 27th,
1998, the day of Hillary Clinton’s interview with Lauer. This was the show’s second
Ly

hichest single-day rating since 1987, The previous high was set in 1989, the day

: I s Y qgw 17
after the San Francisco earthquake (New York Daily News, Janvary 29, 1995, p. ).
y 1 1071 3 ericane” darls -
A nuanced distinetion began to emerge in a majority of Americans’ understand

ines of Clinton’s self in [ate Japuary, shortly after the Address. Clinton’s publfic self

became understood as mutonomous enough from his [JI'I.\’(HE_ .?'cl_'f to allow him to
adeguately perform the duties necessary 10 be President. ‘Aai[dmmluli_\,n fate Jufmz'ury
polls begun to indicate the majority ol Americans were willing and able 1o mnm‘mm
a subjective distinction between these two selves. and that they were more con-

" cerned with Clinton’s political than personal actions. After the event's first week

approximately 66% of Americans favored Clinton’s rcsignuii.cm il he cummillet}

gither perjury or suborning ol perjury, a full 25 percenl}lgc p(n.f}lf; greater t'hun the

41% that supported his ousting if he had simply engaged in the ul'imr.(ABC l\'c:‘w)' It

is my argument that this distinction may not have occurred or rcmaum?d susl'innﬂbl_(-:

had -Clinton continued to appear “visibiy shaken.” nervous. and evasive before his

intently curious audiences and critics.

New York Times, Junuary 28, 1998, A/1/6. .

In addition to focusing on his Administration’s accomplishments and plans, Clinton

tried to cultivate the theme of the American people getting hack to work together

for the good of the nation. For instance: “This 1s the America we have hegt.zn_to

build. Tlvlis is the America we can leave to our children — jf we join together 1o finrish

the work at hand” or “we must work together. learn together, live together, serve

together™ (Washington Post online).

. [\":'11-’ York Times, January 28, 1998, A/25/2.

. New York Times, January 26, 1998, A/19/3, emphasis added.

. For instance, MSNBCs website more than doubled its previous web traffic record
with more than two million people searching for the report before the web-managers

could even get it fully posted.

44, New York Times, September (2, 19598, A/T1/3.

. New York Times, September £2, 1998, A/18/1, emphasis u(ldcd.‘ ‘
-46. The tape’s airing invigoraied the Republican base, with 63%% of registered Repub-

licans voicing a “strong desire” to see Clinton removed [rom office (ABC Ne.ws‘
September 22, 1998). However, the tape inspired sympathy for C.Iim‘l(?n ﬁ'r‘om 1.111111_101“-
ity of viewers with 63% of the public agreeing Clinton was justified in his anger
towards his interrogators, 619 feeling it was wrong for Congress to rcleu_sc the llupc.
and 62% disapproving of the way Republicans were handling the Lewinsky issue
(ABC News. September 23, 1998).

47, Federal Information Systems Corporation, Federal News Service, August 12: 1998,
48, New York Times, December 23, 1998, A/24/2 The many channels from which the

ritual’s would-be audiences had to choose contributed to reducing the potential
for liminality that characterized Waterzate’s Hearings. The limited channels during
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Watergate contributed to the sense that everyonge was involy

ed in and witge
history as it was unfolding, '
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