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Society and Evil

Because of evil, history is a drama of conflict, not of gradual improvement.

C. T. McIntire*


It is in the modern era that man seems to be overwhelmed by evil and yet obscured from sin. What is missing in the relation of evil to sin in the contemporary era is a tissue of guilt and responsibility that connects individuals and groups to institutions and corporate structures. At the level of the individual there is the predicament of the self—social but amorphous, surrounded but in a lonely crowd, singular but not secure. “The self,” writes William Irwin Thompson, “is not defined in terms of eternity, God, or even, absolutely, in terms of itself.” Rather, Thompson goes on, “the self is defined by others. Each man looks over his shoulder at other men to find out what he is himself.” But this drama of interpersonal mirror imagery renders man all but immune from responsibility. Not responsible to himself, he is also irresponsible toward others, engaged in a never-ending display of antagonism, cooperation, and antagonistic cooperation. “He is not responsible to himself; therefore he cannot know guilt, expiation, or tragic illumination.” The alienation of man from himself has resulted in his loss of a defensible sense of moral worth. In its place there gnaws the existential void, the nothingness that faces evil with neither comprehension nor feeling. We seek to find the guilt in the other, to excuse or justify our own behavior. And most often we are inert. Our moral accounting creates a new theater of absurdity. As Thompson observes, “There is no meaning in all this, of course: we observe a line of men, each pointing the guilty finger at the man next to him. Here there is a disappearance of meaning in which no central term can be found by which the self can be finally known.”1

However, a self-pitying sense of alienation of the self does not reach to the core of the matter. Instead, as the late Ernest Becker once observed, “Man must confront the underlying alienation that exists in every age, and alienation exists whenever the individual does not have a commanding view, a unitary critical perspective by which to take in hand and react to the determinants of his social existence.”2 With Becker we confront the series of obstacles that holds us back from our discovery of evil, sin, and guilt. These include the inevitable inequities in power that prevail among men, the multiplicity of visions that compete for the position of commanding views, the plurality of voices giving explanations for the evils that do exist and remedies for their elimination. The drama of power over the human condition reveals in turn the power of dramas to intimidate, coerce, or confuse men’s minds.

Ultimately our own drama of evil reality concludes on a pithy note that returns us to the beginning of the story of sin. The drama is in part a masquerade. Evil is hiding, and sin lurks behind a benign persona. True hell is not in the afterlife; rather, it is here in the darkness of our own uncritical ignorance. “True hell,” as Nicola Chiaromonte once remarked, “is in the unnecessary, in all that hides us from ourselves, hiding from us the fact that we are living in a morally dead world.” In this masquerade we enjoy or lust after luxury, money, sensuality, and ease, and hope to carry these off while maintaining permanent spiritual blindness. As Chiaromonte continues, this “possessiveness and greed are walled within the most deadly of the passions: inert self-satisfaction.”3 However, inert self-satisfaction can prevail as a habit of mind and conduct only so long as the world retains its capacity to reward our efforts or, at least, not undo them. The masquerade is between man and society—each plays the game of “as if” as long as it can. But things fall apart. The mutual suspension of disbelief cannot hold. Sooner or later, one confronts the other—naked and revealed. At the point of a crisis in the life-world the masks are lifted from men’s eyes and—if only for a moment—the fragile structure of reality is revealed. And evil is then made visible.

Our analysis of evil—especially of the sin of greed, but implicit in our other discussions as well—has emphasized the powerful effects of crushing individuation and the transformations of corporate structures into soulless evildoers. As man’s control over his own existence has diminished, some men have engineered the exploitation of things for evil purposes. Such exploitations date from the first sin. “Satan’s single action—the exploitation of the serpent—is a model for what man does every day of his sinful life.”4 The corporate structure of shoddy production and unequal distribution, the coercive domination of man by the authoritarian state, the employment of armaments as an extension of the violence in the human soul are each examples. Man, or rather some men, make things and other men and women the vehicles of evil and thereby hope to remove themselves from sin. If the evil is discovered the things or other people are blamed, and the evildoer excuses himself and escapes guilt, penance, and expiation. God punished the serpent for beguiling Eve, but the devil went unscathed. Human devils are often as fortunate in their own exploits. Man emulates God in punishing the agency of evil, and at the same time he exculpates himself from responsibility for the acts of his zombielike creations.

Theologically sin refers to humanity’s separation from the powers and protections of the gods. Sin from this point of view is the human condition, the condition of alienation from God. In his separation from the divine he feels uncertain of his being and unknowing of his future. The material and fleshly world obsesses him, but he gains no peace of mind thereby. It is life itself that becomes a problem, and not merely particular acts in that life. Sin thus creates a drama of lifelong anxiety, as lonely, oppressed, and weighted-down individuals act or are acted upon in a theater of increasing absurdity.

As the anxieties of life itself become too much to bear, individuals seek an escape from evil, a release from sin, virtually a departure from the human condition. In their heroic struggle to release themselves from the captivity of sinful life they exchange one form of life for another, each new form promising both liberation and security, the end of man’s separation from himself, from God, from history. Harold Rosenberg is thus quite correct when he interprets Marx’s theory of history as a great theatrical drama.5 It is a play that unfolds in five mammoth, era-long acts—Asiatic, Ancient, Feudal, Bourgeois, and Socialist Production. In terms of Simmel’s theory of the dialectics of form and life, each epoch is an act in the drama of mankind’s release from the formal conditions of human enslavement and its ultimate emergence into an existence that is life itself, freed from all forms. But the forms are man’s own contribution to life—he gives it structure, meaning, rules, and customs. Encased in his own creations, architectonic man cannot escape. He can only hope for release.

Ernest Becker saw a possibility for escape from evil: Guilt must somehow be sublimated. “The task of social theory is not to explain guilt away or absorb it unthinkingly in still another destructive ideology, but to neutralize it and give it expression in truly creating and life-enhancing ideologies.” Becker believed that a new science of society—synthesizing ideas of Marx with those of Freud—might in its critical and tragic dimensions provide a moral equivalent of religion for the expiation of sin. “A science of society,” he wrote, “will be a study similar to one envisaged by Old Testament prophets, Augustine, Kierkegaard, Max Scheler, William Hocking: it will be a critique of idolatry, of the costs of a too narrow focus for the dramatization of man’s need for power and expiation.”6

A dramatistic comprehension of power and moral accountancy might go far to illuminate the social construction of virtuous and sinful realities. A central tenet of dramatism is that the style of something may count as much or more than the substance of it—indeed, may be the substance of it. The sins we have studied here are labeled such insofar as the dramatic presentations of actions performed on a life stage are identified as transgressions of moral law. A Florentine ideal of appearances rules our reason, even when we reject it as such. Both sin and virtue must be seen to be such, or else each goes unrecognized. A science of society that dramatizes the multifarious ways in which the social construction of reality is accomplished, performed, and perceived will also uncover the social architecture of evil.

As both a critique of idolatry and a recognition of the tragic dimension of humanity, a new science of society should avoid the pitfalls of excessive conservatism or utopian dogmatism. The former is skeptical about melioristic change and too concerned with the evils that arise from well-intentioned endeavors. The latter is too sure of its own perspective on history and events and too little concerned with measures that hasten an allegedly ineluctable march toward liberation. These concerns are not in fact proper concerns for sociology; rather they are the issues that arouse the interest and action of the social actors. It is in their taking risks with freedom and responsibility that social actors intentionally or inadvertently exhibit heroic, cowardly, insouciant, humble, aroused, or apathetic displays of human character. It is in the customs and mores, institutions and organizations, power and resistance that society fosters conservatism or emancipation. In the relationships of character and social structure are formed the scenarios, the props, the stages, and the backdrops for the dramas of good and evil and indifference that encompass life.

A science of society that takes sin and evil for its topics will avoid taking society’s definitions of these twin demonic elements as its resources. The dramas of social reality are like Shakespeare’s plays—they illustrate and are made up of alienation, absurdity, the struggle between Dionysian and Apollonian forces, the occurrence of too many anticlimaxes and events in medias res, the absence of beginnings or of teleological promise. The human actors in life’s dramas sometimes include Hamlets, Macbeths, and Caesars but are more likely to be like Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, Osric and Falstaff, Horatio and Ophelia. Less than heroic in stature, they sometimes rise to an occasion, become victims of forces beyond their control, or dupes of malevolent powers. Most die less than honorably and can only hope that like Antony or Brutus, or Malcolm reporting on Cawdor, they will be credited with being worthy. A new dramatistic science of society must be prepared for the vast range of characters that will populate its scenes.

However, the scenes of sin are now much different from those imagined by the early thinkers on the subject. Three moods or leitmotivs dominate the modern dramas of sin and evil—immensity, impersonality, and ambiguity.

The scale of evil committed in the world today seems to defy puny man’s attempt to understand, much less to prevent it. The Holocaust of the European Jews from 1933 to 1945 provides the most terrifying example—an organization of planned and executed horror of a scope not hitherto imagined as part of the conscious intent of rational men. Indeed it is precisely the combination of scale and planning, the employment of reasoned unreason for the constructions of engines of death and—far worse—of social engines of death-in-life that make every comprehension, each study, and all literature on the subject inadequate to embrace it. Men escape from this evil by denying its reality altogether, repressing it from consciousness, relegating it to history, or accepting the opiate of forgetfulness as a release from responsibility. Yet that scale of planned human destruction may be surpassed by others now possible. Fission, thermonuclear, and neutron bombs promise to annihilate many millions—more than the six million Jews killed by the Nazis—and to do so in a manner that, if recent reports are to be believed, will protect property while destroying life. Thus do pride and avarice, envy and blood lust, anger and gluttony, and acedic despair join together to plan a conflagration of humanity. This latest conflagration promises to provide concrete ruins—historical mementos left for whatever beings who survive to find and marvel at.

The serpent was Satan’s deputed servant. This otherwise silent and often unnoticed animal was made to speak, indeed to entice and cajole hapless Eve. Thus also modern sin. It speaks in monotones, impersonally, technically, without apparent feeling or moral recognition; yet it also activates man’s evil orientations. Hannah Arendt captured the harbinger of this form of sinful expression in the idea of the banality of evil. In the character and conduct of Adolf Eichmann there is revealed the modern bureaucrat of mass murder. Characteristically he is distinguished by his indistinguishability—he might have been replaced by any number of fellow Germans who would have done the same things, carried out the same directives, engineered the same efficient dispatch of millions to their deaths. “The trouble with Eichmann,” as Hannah Arendt points out, “was precisely that so many were like him, and that the many were neither perverted nor sadistic, that they were, and still are, terribly and terrifyingly normal.”7 It is the normalcy of this new type of criminal, his willingness to become part of a bureaucracy of execution, that makes both the crime and the criminal so terrifying, so hard to bear, and in the end so easy to accept. The modern agent of societal evil is able to commit his crimes without knowing or feeling that he is doing wrong. The techniques of neutralization by which a criminal excuses or justifies his acts are, so to speak, preempted in advance by the agencies for which he works, rendered obsolete by the separation of technologies from purposes and purposes from ethics. The older idea of sin and the modern idea of crime make much of the significance of intent, premeditation, and passion. However, intent and premeditation are divisible into their moral and technical parts, and passion is removable altogether. Modern dramas of evil occur on stages where the originating actions are all too routine.

The meaning of action grows increasingly hard to comprehend. Social science has long since banished moral judgments from its pronouncements, preferring to hide its feelings behind pious phrases extolling objectivity, painstaking techniques of measurement, and public disavowals of any but scientific interest. Ordinary folks are not in a similarly privileged situation. They must find or make meaning—moral as well as existential—in the events and happenings of their lives.

The world is God’s great achievement, writes Leszek Kolakowski, a leading Marxist humanist. Created, so Kolakowski argues, for the relief of God’s loneliness and to satisfy his craving for glory, it is, nevertheless, “chaotic, without a guiding principle and indisputably . . . tawdry, botched, and tasteless . . .” It is “also a fact that the world is improvable in certain respects, which is the most important point in the matter of judging it.”8 For these improvements, then, an interpretive principle, a guiding set of understandings, is required. So also is leadership. For the moment social science has abandoned a once-promising lead in the development and exhortation of such understandings and principles. Like Martin Buber’s conception of God’s recent orientation toward the world, the social sciences have turned their backs on man’s problematic struggle for moral comprehension and societal guidance. Perhaps, like God, or like Grant at Galena, the social sciences are biding their time, waiting for situations to ripen or man to mature suffciently to be worthy of scientific endeavor. Pride, here, goes before the incomprehensibility of the world, leaving it in a strange kind of enlightened darkness.

But an absurd world waits for no one in its struggle for self-understanding. The abdication of the social sciences—or, more commonly, the prostitutive sale of them to the state or to sundry social movements and sanguinary ideologies of redemption—have left the field of principle and action to social philosophers, moral leaders, and practical politicians. The first named are closest to the social sciences and draw upon them for inspiration. Thus, as an example, we may contrast two such approaches that arise out of the seemingly ever-fertile thought of Karl Marx. To Kolakowski improvements in the world are “tiny changes for the better [that] can be made in it by the utmost endeavors of myriad masses of people.” To this somewhat forlorn optimist, “History furnishes particular proofs in support of this view.”9 More aggressive and less optimistic is the view of Jean-Paul Sartre.10 Sure that there is a “coming revolution,” Sartre is equally confident that it will be different from all previous ones and that it “will last much longer and will be much harsher, much more profound.” The French philosopher believes “that at least fifty years of struggle will be necessary for the partial victory of the people’s power over bourgeois power.” After many advances and retreats the revolution “will bring into existence a new society in which all the powers have been done away with because each individual has full possession of himself.” For Sartre the nemesis of human liberation is power: “Revolution is not a single moment in which one power overthrows another; it is a long movement in which power is dismantled.” With neither a guaranty of success nor a surety of failure, Sartre urges this revolution because “the alternatives really are socialism or barbarism.”

However, Sartre’s ominous forebodings are quite mistaken. The alternatives are not so simply dichotomized. Much of life proceeds and will continue to proceed along the vast stretches of social space between the Sartrean poles of socialism and barbarism. Dramas of good and evil play themselves out between, before, and beyond revolution. Corrupt men and corrupt institutions will perform against scenes of benign moral neglect, crusading virtuous exposure, and cruel or condign punishments. Rather than a promise of apocalyptic redemption, the world holds out scenarios of infinite existential variety.

To recognize this immense dramaturgical lifescape requires abandonment of social science’s preeminent pride and privileged status. All too often both social science and moral philosophy have imagined a bolder prouder vision—one that is described by Kolakowski’s devil:


No devilishness at all—nothing; to be—what a bold idea!—purged of sin in order to sail straight to Heaven, to sit on the right of the Heavenly Father, to enjoy the delight of eternal rest at the foot of the Lord’s throne, to have an invitation to eternal joy . . .11


The earthly utopias of contemporary revolutionaries are secular versions of the older sacred visions. A world devoid of power, of roles, of division of labor, of envy and iniquity—a world, in short, where form itself has been overthrown and where life, free, pulsating, unbounded, and irrepressible flourishes in everlasting triumph. But, as Kolakowski’s devil reminds us, “this would be a terrible sin, the greatest sin on earth, the sin of shameless pride . . .” Better to take Satan as one’s companion than blaspheme God in such a way. Take up Satan! As Kolakowski tells us, “if with humility you deepen your sinfulness by adding one more sin to another daily, hourly, minute by minute, if you combine evil with greater evil, then . . . you will be rewarded according to the measure of your sins.” If we are to avoid the sin of pride and the train of terrible evils that flow from it, we have to settle for less than utopian redemption. Indeed, perhaps for no redemption at all. A world of endless drama—and also of dramas that begin but do not end, that start in the middle, that stop without resolution; that may or may not have scenarios and pre-texts; that have actors with and without talent; that audiences see or do not see, understand or do not understand; that are criticized, attacked, applauded, or ignored—that is, in short, essentially absurd and existentially meaningful. As the devil concludes, “we are brothers here, bound together by a common fate for centuries. World without end. Amen.”




Sin and Sentiment: Toward a Sociology of the Emotions

Max Weber’s justly famous taxonomy of the types of action designated four distinctive modes; however, only three have been given proper sociological attention. Sociological practitioners—moved in part by Talcott Parsons’s elevation of three of Weber’s types, viz., zweckrationalität, wertrationalit ät, and traditional, to true sociological status—have neglected Weber’s fourth type: the affektual. For Weber, however, the affektual constitutes not merely a type but a definite feature of social action, either when it stands “on the borderline of what can be considered ‘meaningfully’ oriented,” goes over that borderline “in an uncontrolled reaction to some exceptional stimulus,” or, as in the instance of sublimation, “when affectually determined action occurs in the form of conscious release of emotional tension” and starts down “the road to rationalization” in a zweckrational or wertrational sense.1 Although Parsons pointed out that taking what he called an “institutional starting point, and then using the resources of modern psychology to complete the analysis on its psychological side, [would make possible the development of] a far more adequate analysis of concrete motivation than either psychology or the social sciences have . . . previously commanded,”2 his own subsequent development of the theory of action and its relation to various types of social system has tended to place distinct limits on, as well as to remove from center-stage, what Weber regarded as the affektual. Moreover, although Parsons praised the potential that Freudian psychoanalysis might have for his proposed social scientific synthesis,3 his own attempt at “integrating the specific contributions of psychoanalytic psychology with an institutional sociology derived largely from anthropological sources”4 did not produce either a sustained project for his short-lived program in social relations at Harvard5 or a body of scholarship that could be unambiguously designated as an affektual sociology. As a result, the sociology of the emotions has had to be rediscovered as a problematic for the discipline, emerging, newly born as it were, from the recent researches of Norman Denzin,6 Arlie Hochschild,7 and Thomas J. Scheff.8 However, these excellent scholars do not take their point of departure from Max Weber or Talcott Parsons. Rather their own works derive from the American pragmatist and European phenomenological traditions and from their modern representations in the theoretical works of George Herbert Mead, Herbert Blumer, and Erving Goffman.

Two questions remain: why did the study of emotions not become a central focus of the structural-functional sociology pioneered by Parsons? How might a sociology of the emotions be drawn from Parsons’s work to at least partially reinstate Weber’s emphasis on the central place of the affektual?

ANHEDONIA, SIN, AND THE PROTESTANT SUPPRESSION OF AFFECT

“Anhedonia” is a technical term in psychoanalysis referring to the individual’s inability to experience pleasure.9 Pleasure, however, is not like pain, which, as Denzin has observed, is “given to consciousness through intentional focusing on the body as a structure of ongoing lived experience” and arises therein as “a sensible feeling localized in the lived body.”10 Pleasure, on the other hand,—though not entirely removed from bodily sensations as such are either pleasurably anticipated, experienced, or remembered—is, precisely because of this fact, more diffuse, associated with a greater number of cognitive, somatic, and cathectic particulars, and, in Occidental cultures, marked by a culturally prescribed ambivalence.

It is to the credit of Max Weber that he recognized the terrifying effects that the spread of ascetic Protestantism would have on both the value and experience of pleasure. In Christian thought, Weber observed, pleasure was associated with “worldly” activities. Christians who wished to avoid a dreadful judgment on their conduct were exhorted to flee from these activities, to abjure the bodily joys that might come from unalloyed surrender to sensuality and hedonism, and to adopt some form of the religious rejection of the world. For Catholics this took the form of a division of saintly and profane labor: a small portion of the pious would exile themselves from the company of mundane humanity as monastics; the rest would look to these as guides and models of a holy life toward which they could vainly aspire. For Protestants, however, this division was broken down: saintliness was to be the innerworldly catechism of everyday life. Hedonism, an everpresent temptation and threat to virtue, would be respecified as every person’s evil companion: that which must be resisted. As Weber so succinctly put the matter: “From the point of view of the basic values of asceticism, the world as a whole continues to constitute a massa perditionis . . . Hence, . . . [a]ny excess of emotional feeling for one’s fellow man is prohibited as being a deification of the creaturely, which denies the unique value of the divine gift of grace . . . Similarly, any eroticism that tends to deify the human creature is proscribed, . . . [Nevertheless] it is a divinely imposed vocation of man ‘to soberly produce children’ (as the Puritans expressed it) within marriage . . . The person who lives as a worldly ascetic is a rationalist, not only in the sense that he rationally systematizes his own personal patterning of life, but also in his rejection of everything that is ethically irrational, esthetic, or dependent upon his own emotional reactions to the world and its institutions.”11 From the Protestant perspective described by Weber, eudaemonism becomes, in effect a willing activation of sin, while anhedonia, rather than indicating a pathological disorder fit only for therapeutic exorcism, becomes an expression of a divine calling—the pious inner state that ought to accompany upright conduct and invisible secular sainthood.

Once we understand that anhedonia might be a culturally appropriate concomitant of inner-worldly ascetic Protestantism, and recall that this very Protestantism is the foundation of the fundamental mores of the Occident, we are in a position to investigate how Weber’s affektual sociology became dislocated in the structural-functional sociology that Parsons developed—supposedly in an elaboration of Weber’s thought.

It is now widely recognized, though its implications have been imperfectly understood, that Parsons’s sociology is a secular elaboration of certain features of Protestantism.12 In contrast to Weber’s pessimistic prophecy of ultimate doom in the Occident—as inner-worldly asceticism and its secular offspring, bureaucracy and the bureaucratic ethos, imprisoned both culture and personality within the iron cage of an ever-cloying modernity13—Parsons treated the emergence of Protestantism and the rational liberal state societies and economies that followed in its wake as fundamental advancements upon which an uncritical and implicitly optimistic sociology might be constructed. As Robert J. Holton and Bryan S. Turner point out: “[For] Parsons,. . . Christianity, especially Reformation Christianity, prefigured all the institutional characteristics of liberal, constitutional democracy . . . ”14 They go on to observe that in Parsons’s perspective, “secular society as manifested in the denominational pluralism of American democracy is not so much a falling away from religious standards as the modern embodiment of the Reformation tradition.”15 In fact, for Parsons, the much-bewailed future of the religious illusion, supposedly in retreat before the advancing juggernaut of an unstoppable and all-encompassing scientific secularization,16 simply did not and would not occur. Instead, as Holton and Turner tell us in reference to Parsons’s sociology of religion, “Christianity did not decline or disappear with secularisation; rather, religious values and practices were re-allocated, out of the public and into the private sphere of the individual and the family.”17 This development is not only “not inconsistent with Christian principles, but the realisation of their potential.”18 Hence, for Parsons, America in particular, and the Occident in general, constitute the historically appropriate loci for Protestantism’s ultimate liberation of asceticism from its otherworldly confine.

The spread of innerworldly asceticism has facilitated the transvaluation of Calvinism from its strictly “religious” institutionalization into a generalization of the religious idea as world forming: Parsons designates the scope of the modern religious idea as “the cognitive definition of the situation for action as a whole, including the cathectic and evaluative levels of interest in the situation . . ., the problems of ‘meaning’ in the larger philosophical sense, . . . the meaning of the objects of empirical cognition, . . . nature, human nature, society, the vicissitudes of human life, etc.”19 In brief, then, for Parsons, and more especially for his disciple in this matter, Robert Bellah, the secularization process has democratized, dispersed, and diffused ascetic Protestantism throughout the social order, making possible, inter alia, the rise of sociology and sociodicy as, respectively, the mundane successors to theology and theodicy.20

Once Calvinistic asceticism was let out of its monastic prison and allowed to roam freely in the Occident, it emancipated itself from its religious origins and, shielded by the outer secular shibboleths of virtually every institutional arrangement to which it lent its ethical support, insinuated itself deep within the inner core of Western character and social structure. For Parsons and his followers, this placed ascetic Protestantism not in conflict with technological science, as so many scholars and historians supposed,21 but rather as a goad and supporter, a complement and supplement, a facilitator and an aid to the latter’s advancement.22 Except where Protestantism was retarded by fundamentalism, or where Catholicism or Lutheranism “oriented [themselves] to safeguarding the spiritual interests of the population according to a completely stabilized system of religious belief,” its secularization—especially in the United States—“carried many of the seeds of the process of rationalization within itself . . . ”23 As such, Parsons implicitly conceives of the modern science of society as both an elaboration and a rationalization of the Protestant ethic. Sociology’s secularization has not been achieved by a repudiation of religion, but rather by incorporating its inner worldly asceticism into its only seemingly value-free conceptualizations and epistemology. Thus, for Parsons and for Bellah, sociology informs everyman’s secular theodicy and provides the basis for society’s moral consensus—the civil religion.24

The affektual does have a place in Parson’s sociology of the Occident, but it is residual, marginal, and, ultimately, deviant. His imagery of the United States as a constituted system organized around universalism, achievement, diffuseness, affective neutrality, and a collectivity orientation restricts the affektual to those aspects that facilitate instrumental activity—e.g., romantic love as the basis for mate choice in a bi-lineal, neo-local kinship system linking the husband-father to the economy as a devoted family breadwinner25—or that interrupt it—e.g., aggression arising from occupational or marital frustration that is deflected onto blacks or Jews and leads to a societally dysfunctional prejudice.26 Such eufunctional emotions as properly channeled erotic love are auxiliaries to a social order that thrives on affective neutrality. Because of that fact, the wedded couple are expected to let the fires of romance burn lower as the marriage becomes routinized, so that conjugal bliss does not consume them altogether, and, in the process, evoke a dyadic withdrawal from their social and extra-familial obligations.27 An all-encompassing eroticism would, in Parsons’s scheme of the social order, constitute a system-disturbing element; indeed, it could be the source for seriously dysfunctional conduct.28 What we have in this case is, in effect, a sociological limitation on the expressions of lust—and, just as Parsons’s sociology connected theodicy to sociology, so also it transvalues a religiously defined mortal sin into a sociologically designated instance of secular deviation.

Virtue, on the other hand, is represented by the establishment of the emotive aspects of the Protestant cultural pattern within each properly socialized individual’s personality. For Parsons this does not mean that the emotions associated with this pattern are shorn of their irrational content, but rather that the irrational as such is pressed into the service of rationality. “The institutionalization of these patterns,” Parsons points out, “ . . . means that typically they have become internalized in the personality systems of the actors in the social system and this fact in turn means that their relevance to the determination of behavior cannot be primarily through the ‘mechanisms’ of instrumental rationality but must be through what are sometimes called the non-and irrational mechanisms of the functioning of personality.”29

From the foregoing, it follows for Parsons and his followers that socialization is the key process whereby the dichotomization of functional and dysfunctional, virtuous and vicious emotions is accomplished. Hence Parsons pays particular attention to the mother’s care of her infant offspring, seeing in this extraordinarily delicate and fundamentally important relationship the foundation for the personality’s integration with the social system. “ . . . [C]ertain . . . gratifications coming from pleasant physical contact and the like are especially likely to be contingent on the adult’s attitudes toward the infant, and thus on his own behavior.”30 In the early stages of socialization “the strategic significance of erotic gratifications and needs in human personality, . . . and their genesis in physical contact with the mother, through suckling, fondling, etc., is likely to be a most prominent focus . . . ”31 It therefore follows that “Much of the significance of the erotic sphere may . . . rest on the fact that it is a favorable bridge between reward and response, in that, from the dependence on erotic rewards, especially the diffuser ones of affectionate body contact, the path to diffuse attachment can most readily be entered upon.”32

In terms of our own interest in establishing the relationship of sin to sentiment, Parsons’s sociology of the emotions in the Occident is developed within the Protestant ethos and in support of that religion’s norms and social controls. Specifically, the universalistic-achievement system—Parsons’s designation of the American social order—rests on the requirement that lust—one of the seven deadly sins—be severely restricted in its scope, while its manifest expression is channeled into marriage and the procreation of legitimate children. In effect, Parsons has assumed the role of Gregory the Great and reclassified the functional interdependencies stochastically connecting the sins, placing lust at the head, and seeing each of the others as flowing from the failure to control lust’s tendency to promiscuity and diverse expressive symbolism. Affective neutrality becomes the appropriate motivational orientation to action because the “most direct path to gratification in an organized action system is through expressive orientations,” and, “relative to the expressive, both the instrumental and the moral modes of orientation impose renunciations or discipline.”33

Parsons’s most-favored social order, the universalistic-achievement system, requires an institutionalized program of discipline and renunciation. Immediate gratifications—for example, those that are achieved by satisfying the needs evoked by lust’s spontaneous imperative—are not only dysfunctional to the system’s service to instrumental or moral interests, but also lend support to unacceptable “private” interests, i.e., those “that do not coincide with those recognized as collective by the collectivity.”34 Private interests, in Parsons’s sociology, are those that arise out of an ego orientation that places its own satisfaction above and beyond that approved by and helpful to the larger community. Parsons’s un- or poorly socialized ego does not live up to the covenanted congregants’—i.e., the citizens’, in Parsons’s use of that term—voluntary obligations to the civil society. In the event, such a person commits a secular variant of the sin of pride. Presumably this sinful “affectivity” arises as a secondary effect, so to speak, out of the failure to properly control the primary sin, lust.

If inadequately chastened lust might lead to an equally unwarranted pride, so also might it lead to anger, acedia, envy, gluttony, and greed in Parsons’s sociology as here interpreted. Not all of these sins are, strictly speaking, emotions; hence, we will confine ourselves to a discussion of those that are among the conventionally designated sentiments—anger, acedia, and envy.35

Anger. The sin of anger finds its most strategic place in Parsons’s portrait of the American scene in terms of its racial and religious prejudices—aggressive displays against blacks and Jews. At the historical level, Parsons and his followers envision American society as ultimately tension-relieving, more specifically as opening itself to an ever-widening covenant of secular faith and innerworldly opportunity, enrolling new members in their collective identities as racial, ethnic, or religious groups. Conceiving the American social, economic, and power elite to be representative of the white, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant middle class, Parsons casts them in the role of gate-keepers of the civil society’s compact, granting entry rights (“full citizenship”) to select groups—e.g., Catholics, Jews, blacks, etc.—as each acquires the basic societal prerequisites. For some groups, these prerequisites can be obtained by means of their own unaided efforts; for others—Parsons singles out blacks as his preëminent example—societal, or to be precise, governmental help must be provided. Whatever the means, however, ultimately all who qualify will be admitted as parts of an orderly queue that, in effect, describes Parsons’s vision of the fulfillment of America’s secular eschatology.36

Anger, however, arises among those who resist the dynamic and oppose the telos of America’s cosmopolitan mission.

The secularization of the Protestant ideal in America, as Robert Bellah conceives of the matter, calls for a non-aggression pact among the competitive and, often enough, antagonistic religio-ethnic groups:


[N]ot only as a citizen and as a Christian, but also as a sociologist, I strongly support the radical middle position . . . To dissolve all boundaries, to relativize all moral judgments, would not only threaten the survival of the traditional religious communities, it would also lead to a society in which no one would really want to live. But on the other hand, we do not need to create iron curtains between communities either. That too leads to pathology. . . . But the proper practice in a democratic society, one consonant with our heritage as Americans, is that we do not try to force our views on others. Rather, on the basis of our conception of the right, we argue, we discuss, and we seek to persuade our fellow citizens of our view. We are also open to being persuaded by others engaged in the public conversation.37


However, this request for toleration, mutual respect, deliberation, and persuasion is not only not assured by the operation of the American social system but, indeed, is likely to be rejected by all those suffering the immediate and long-term effects of the “strains” in that system.

The “alienative” response to such strains, as Parsons once showed in an analysis of the socio-cultural etiology of antisemitism and racism, finds expression in displays of hostile prejudices and angry aggressiveness toward Jews and blacks. However, in Parsons’s schema the sources of these strains ultimately reside in lust’s hydra-headed monster—in the frustrated egos of those unable to adjust comfortably to thwarted or merely companionate love, unromantic or hollow-shell marriages, blocked or limited occupational mobility, or status deprivations and loss of esteem. Deflecting their anger away from its primary stimuli—ineffective parents, unexciting paramours, unsupportive peers, unrewarding employers—the frustrated vent their spleens on those people who appear to them to be below or beyond the constraints of civilization, i.e., blacks and Jews, respectively. This angry response to systemic strains would seem to be endemic if irregular.38

Acedia. Precisely because the system demands suppression, sequestration, or sublimation of eudaemonic impulses and erotic imperatives, it is likely to evoke a gnawing sense of ennui among its less than perfectly socialized members, i.e., most of its people. Originally in the American ethos, work, directing one’s mental talents and physical skills toward the accomplishment of a task, the manufacture of a product, or the efficient but selfless service to a group, was regarded as a safeguard against acedic distress, “the demon of noontide.” Thus, Thomas Jefferson advised his daughter, “Determine never to be idle . . . No person will have occasion to complain of the want of time who never loses any.”39 However, the steady division of labor occasioned by industrialization, the onset of factory production, the organization of the assembly line, and the ever-lengthening distance between individual effort and meaningful accomplishment converted the much vaunted Protestant labor-in-a-calling to the much despised work at an enervating job. For those workers who also suffered from otherwise unadventurous lives, sexually unexciting marriages, and a less than revitalizing leisure life, the shift to spiritually deadening manual efforts “on the line” evoked a numbness in the mind that, as in the case of Harvey Swados’s fictional auto-worker, Orrin, could only briefly be relieved by daydreams of a happier halcyon time, or by making minor unauthorized adjustments in the work schedule that all too soon proved to be both pointless and unexhilarating.40 When one moves from fiction to fact and discovers that an Elmo Roper survey discovered that 61 percent of unskilled male auto workers complained of monotony on the job, while chemical workers looked forward to their otherwise monotonous routine being interrupted by unanticipated problems, unexpected reagent reactions, or breakdowns of the technical mechanisms necessary for the operation of their section, because these relieved boredom, required individual responses, and rekindled excitement on the job,41 one becomes aware of how modernity has subverted the Protestant idea of the calling and how sinful acedia threatens to undermine the secular order.

Moreover, boredom, the feeling that triggers the onset of a more generalized acedia, is not only a product of modern mechanization in the blue-collar world. White collar bank employees are, according to a recent study by Robert Jackall, workers in a bureaucratic labyrinth that leaves no room for individual creativity or personal growth. “This is a very boring job,” one credit-checker told Jackall. “I feel like I am already a robot, a machine.”42 In this type of work, where the official ideology of management emphasizes the Protestant adage, “the efficient use of time,” employees suffer from ennui not only because of the repetitiousness of their work routine but also when “dead periods” occur, as they often do, and there is not enough work to keep them busy and to keep their minds from straying off the proper lanes of thought. In the latter situation, bank workers attempt to stave off the discomfort of boredom by resorting to “fake” work, thus protecting themselves from supervisory sanctions but falsifying the ethic and dignity of labor.43

Envy. For Parsons, envy, though not designated as such, appears to be integral to the mobility dynamic of a universalistic-achievement system. In such a system there is an hierarchical division of classes; but there are no castes. Movement up the vertical line is, ideally, open to all those who possess the will and the talent to do so. The appropriate will is to be acquired by and through socialization, while the talent derives from and is recognized positively as the relationship between innate capacities and acquired skills; moreover, the will to achieve is inextricably associated with the envisioning of society as a justly managed contest among its members. Those who possess both the ambition and the capabilities to move up must conceive of their fellowmen-and-women as competitors in a serious but honest game that will channel their otherwise eudaemonic energies and take up most of their lives. By a wonderful cunning, Parsons seems to say, the earliest aspects of socialization, when continued in the form of proper child rearing and appropriate adolescent supervision, will produce the individual competent to participate in the competition, conflict, and accommodation that are concomitants of the life-course in such a system. Envy, however, lurks in the shadows of this process, acting, alternately, as an unwarranted emotion, an occasionally effective motive, or a prohibited sin.

A recent discussion of envy claims that it is out of place on the list of seven deadly sins because it alone among the other six “does not point to a natural goal.”44 This is true enough in a general sense, but fails to see the role envy plays in the attempted realization of the success goal in Occidental societies. As part of the socialization process, the individual comes to perceive not only roles and role occupants, but also, and more significantly for the purposes of mobility and achievement, role models, who are objects of emulation. First in the family, then in fiction and popular culture, later in the imagery of romance, and lastly in occupational desires, the person acquires reference persons and groups, composed of real or vicarious peers and betters. The former, if real, are likely to be converted from friends to competitors; the latter, either real or imaginary, are ideal typifications of what a successful outcome in life’s contest would personify.

For Parsons’s sociology of sin and sentiments, however, lust is central. The relationship of lust to envy is complex, and of course the moral basis of Parsons’s social science leads him to emphasize—in his own lexicon, which is different from that employed herein—the sublimation of lust and the inhibition of envy. For where lust may appropriately be channeled into a positively functional stream of consciousness and unconsciousness, envy is to be suppressed. In Parsons’s schema, the multi-faceted processes of sublimated lust work to engineer a mediated oedipal fixation that in turn is deflected for boys first into male camaraderie, then as a basis for a rivalrous youth culture, and finally, in the quest for a job or the adaptation into a career orientation; and for girls into matrifocal role modeling, competitive courtship, and sex-role adjustment after marriage. On the other hand, envy plays a part in all of this, but with Rochefoucauld, Parsons seems to be saying, “[E]nvy is so shameful a passion that we can never dare to acknowledge it.”45

Unacknowledged, envy works its will in American society—serving as goad to effort and as response to failure. As W. Lloyd Warner once observed, “As long as Americans know that the opportunity for advancement is available for anyone who wants to try, the American Dream is real and true for them.”46 However, such an equality of opportunity does not prove to be “real and true” to a great many Americans. Although a person usually inherits the class and status of his or her father, this legacy is precarious, subject to vicissitudes as efforts, accidents, and the encroachments of others modify its value. For those born close to the apex of the system the distance to be traveled is far less than those who begin life at the bottom; moreover, class and status are subject to extra-individual effects—are, in effect, modified not only by individual virtue, but also the movements of the economy, the exigencies of history, and the play of politics. One’s class and status are, in general, hostage to fortuna. One response to the unheralded and unfortunate violations of the official dream is envy—of all those who have succeeded, or of those who have not even tried to do so but seem content in or even ecstatic about their ignominious status.

Insofar as the feeling of envy propels an individual to act in such a manner as to achieve the lawful and honorable status that is also personally desired, it would seem to mitigate if not altogether absolve itself from its sinful character. The status system of the United States with its uneven distribution of rewards and its tendency to give unmerited advantage to white, middle class, Protestant males does thereby contain the mechanisms that will reactivate the motivational eccentricities that give it motion and stability.47 And, in this sense, envy of the traditional American elites can serve white males of lesser status as a goad to emulate their role models. On the other hand, failure to reach the desired goal, can lead to the rearing of another of envy’s ugly heads: ressentiment. Unwilling to acknowledge one’s own failures and unwilling to revolt against the system that legitimates the inequitable competition in which one has been defeated, the unsuccessful man or woman claims the game was not worth the candle.48

Yet there is still another form that envy might take in a multiethnic capitalist society that emphasizes individual achievement and the rewards that properly go to the talented. As Parsons notes, “Ethnic sub-divisions within such a society are not, as such, in harmony with its main structural patterns and hence create strains.”49 Among the functions that such nonintegrated ethnic groups serve is that of a target for displaced envy and ressentiment. In this sense, Jews, who appear to some Americans as undeserving holders of both wealth and power, and blacks, who seem to some whites to revel in their lowly status outside of and in gleeful defiance of American middle class strictures on sexual morality and soulful labor, become objects of a secret desire. In effect, a sinful envy of these two peoples fantasizes on how civilization and its discontents might be overcome by becoming “Christian Jews”50 or “white Negroes.”51
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