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The Big Picture: Solidarity

Beginﬂing in the mid-1960s, Parsons’s functionalism came under attack. Historically,
the sixties was a time of social upheaval that affected a good part of the modern world.
The Cold War was heating up, the civil rights movement reached its peak, the war in
Vietnam was escalating along with the antiwar movement, and student uprisings and
urban riots regularly made headlines. Many sociologists felt that Parsons’s theory
didn’t offer a good explanation of conflict and social change. Parsons actually did have
 theory of social change and revolution, but his clearest explanation of that theory
didn’t come out until 1966, perhaps too late to stem the tide of rejection.
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286 PARTIV: MODERNITY

There was a shift, then, away from understanding society as a functio
and toward conflict theory. Inspired principally by the work of Kar] Ma.
Weber, this perspective seemed more appropriate .mo_‘ the times. There wa
away from culture in mainstream, American sociology. The problems
appeared to be better understood as structural rather than cultura] issues, Cult
was also downplayed because of its association with Parsons and socig] el ure
the idea that everyone in a collective functionally needs to share a single nc_E_.euE.

During this same period of time, another shift occurred in socia] :59.; ’
philosophy. This shift is often characterized as the “linguistic turn.” The - :m”__.
simply means a move to language, and it implies an approach to understang
human beings that emphasizes language above everything else. Beginning perha
in the 1980s, this shift has had profound effects on the social disciplines: The _m”w
guistic turn brought culture back to center stage in the social disciplines, and hg
made it possible to think about culture structurally. We saw part of this effec in
Foucault’s poststructuralist theory (Chapter 9); and we'll see more issues revolving
around text, language, and discourse in the remaining chapters.

Jeffrey Alexander positions his theoretical work at the junction of these two shifis
First, Alexander argues that the shift away from functionalism was ill-advised. In ¢j.
tiquing the idea of social equilibrium, theorists have missed the benefits that functional-
ist analysis brings. According to Alexander (1985), functionalism, or more accurately
neo-functionalism, “indicates nothing so precise as a set of concepts, a method, a model,

nal mvﬁn-:
X and Mgy
s also a shig
of the sixgi,

ing
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defining nwm_‘mnn;mzmm of modern moa.uq is structural diversity, Previously, everything
that a social group needed was provided through just a handful of organizational
11:&13. For example, the way work used to be organized was usually around the
home and family. In feudalism, the manor was the economic and political center as
well as the family home. Craftwork in towns also revolved around the home and fam-
ily, with the place of business either in the same building as the home or close to it. In
comparison, modern society is structurally diversified, with various social institutions
working to take care of different social needs and wants. These different institutions
create a number of status positions, roles, norms, and values, and generally speaking,
these don’t overlap. Such differentiation creates a distinctly modern problem of
integration—these differences lay in back of such typologies as Ténnies’ gemeinschaft
and gesellschaft and Durkheim’s organic and mechanical solidarity. However, most
theories of modernization simply assume that culture becomes more generalized and
thus provides the basis for solidarity and integration, without explaining precisely how
it happens. It is this issue that Alexander (2006) wants to open up for inquiry: “I have
insisted ... . that the construction of a wider and more inclusive sphere of solidarity
must be studied in itself” (p. 193). He draws on critical and functionalist approaches
to show us a cultural field in process, one filled with representations of both the col-
lective and the individual, one where beliefs in universal morals are in tension with
group-specific claims, a space where solidarity and integration are constant achieve-
ments and civil society is a project. Alexander shows us the kind of solidarity and

oran ideology. It indicates, rather, a tradition” (p. 9). This tradition is a distinct perspec-
tive or way of looking at society. Specifically, the parts of any system are related and
influence one another; personality, culture, and social systems are distinct yet embed-
ded; and the tension among those systems along with pressures for differentiation are
major forces for social change. Alexander’s early work thus set out an agenda for a new
kind of functional analysis, one based on the work of Parsons that downplays the idea
of system equilibrium, focuses more clearly on the structure and independent effects of

culture, and maintains analytical separation among socially embedded processes.
Alexander’s later work adds a critical note to his cultural, neo-functionalist
approach. While blending conflict and functional theories is rare, Alexander is not the
first to suggest such a move. The best known and most influential of such theorists in
the United States was Lewis Coser. Coser’s approach is based on the insight that since
conflict is normal and universal, it must have functional effects: It must work to inte-
grate society. Coser (1956) argued that conflict internal to the group could serve to
release pent-up hostilities, create norms regulating conflict, and develop clear lines of
authority and jurisdiction. Further, conflict that is directed at the group from an
external source can create stronger group boundaries, higher social solidarity, and
more efficient use of power and authority. Alexander’s blending is somewhat different
and seems to draw more from critical than conflict theories. Like many from the
Durkheim-Parsons school, Alexander argues that society is held together by broad
cultural ideas and values. Yet Alexander also recognizes that the collective culture in
contemporary society is a sphere of conflict where the constant tension between uni-

versal and vu,:_.nc_w:. interests makes solidarity and democratic justice tenuous.
5.“MMMMMH ”V:nw_”“w:om_,:.m are social integration and solidarity. The v._.oc_aa o”.

ocus since the dawn of modernity. One of the most importa?

integration necessary in a diversified, democratic society.

THEORIST'S DIGEST

Brief Biography

Jeffrey C. Alexander received his PhD in 1978 from University of California, Berkeley. He
was professor of sociology at the University of California, Los Angeles, from 1976-2001,
where he is now professor emeritus. In 2001, Alexander took a professorship at Yale
University and is currently the Lillian Chavenson Saden Professor of Sociology there, as
well as codirector of Yale's Center for Cultural Sociology. Alexander has also held numer-
ous visiting appointments, including at the University of London, the London School of
Economics, Konstanz University in Germany, and the Center for Advanced Study in the
Behavioral Sciences at Stanford University. Among his more important works are Twenty
Lectures: Sociological Theory Since World War Two, Action and Its Environments: Towards
a New Synthesis, Structure and Meaning: Relinking Classical Sociology, Neofunctionalism
and After, The Meanings of Social Life: A Cultural Sociology, and The Civil Sphere.

Central Sociological Questions

Alexander is focused on two related questions. The first w.m purely
culture have on society? This issue is a classic one in sociology an

theoretical: What effect does
d concemns the independent
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.Qascav ologists see social st
t, SOCH 1al structures
f culture. Many, if not mos i

mgzo_::csca human action, This structural approach usually sees Culturg
nﬂ:%a_é s and having very little impact on human action o 85_353
n__esaa argues differently: Cutture iself is a structure that is used by peopjg t hangy
10 act and that creates the power (0 bng about socal change ntentionally 592;?
decisions. The structure of culture tself prompts and guides action. Alexangey's ssaﬁa.___ o
tion s more substantial: How can complex and diverse societies hold togeghey ot M

? More specifically, how do cvil society and power work in contemparary sa" K
Simply Stated

Ml society is a cultural sphere that creates the solidarity necessary fo,

Mu__as_q M_E in our feelings toward people—how those feelings EaQQu._aaoEcJ

and extended toward others marks the limit of society’s actual aaaonaQ and hi

life. Solidarity and thus avil society are created out of the tension thay exists 9od
universalism and particulansm. The unwversal values of the cvil sphere are :-aan’lﬁ.__
and represent a secular faith, the ideals toward which we strive. Non.civi| spheres,

as race, gender, class, and religion, generate particularistic interests thap result in _._”
chical differences. Crvl society exists when these two segments clash, mog
through social movements. -

In the sense just described, cvil socety itself doesn't exsst in any concrete way, Irs 5

bolic, cultural world that emerges out of the tensions between ?::éwo.?niﬂ."
and the particular interests generated by non-awvil spheres. However, the civil sphere
bounded by communicative and regulative institutions that give cvil SoCiety a concrets hass
Communicative institutions work through influence and persuasion to impact public opinign
3::2.58838?&133@3835%2 Szxns_ﬁsag
actual power, exercised through voting and party competition, office, and law

Key Ideas

Civil sphere, civil society, non-cwvil spheres, justice solidarity, democracy, tradition of

”ﬂw.amscn particularism-universalism, discourse, binary codes, communicative inst
| raﬂ”_o_”_ﬁo_”_sezgr social and cvil power, essentialism, civil repair, time,
space, , movements, pathways to incor .
| ol ays orporation, neo-functionalism, strong
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Concepts and Theory: The New Civil Sphere

As | asserted § o .

inception oo o the beginning of this section of the book, civil society was from ®
the mod _driaﬁ_a._& 4 hecessary ingredient for democracy, with democracy bt
soiations thyy form par excellence. Civil society was first seen as voli®!

Were guaranteed by certain constitutional rights, such a5
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of assembly. Civil society also included a number of ing;
such as the “capitalist. market and its institutions .. -voluntary religion ... and
virtually every form of cooperative social relationship that created bonds om...:E..
(Alexander, 2006, p. 24). Capitalism in particular was seen to be the source of self-
discipline and social responsibility—attitudes important for democracy—and a
decisive move away from the self-righteous elitism of aristocracy, Alexander calls this
cighteenth century model Civil Society 1. It lasted only until Marx began publishing,

Marx called attention to the underbelly of this modern economic system. >u
capitalism grew and became more powerful, the instrumental and exploitive

aspects became clear. The robber barons ruled, and the workers were manipulated
and subjected to unsafe and unhealthy working conditions that often o
little more than indentured servitude. Further, capitalism became _89,5“.2 creat-
ing market egoism and commodity fetishism. Workers weren't simply exploited and
alienated; the very consciousness needed for democratic participation was soiled by
capitalism. As a result of the critiques of Marx and others, the fate of democracy
was inextricably bound up with capitalism. For those on the political left, capital-
ism became the institution from which all wrong flowed. Nothing good could come
out of capitalism, and only by capitalism's destruction, or at least control, could
civil society again flourish. Capitalism also became the central issue for democracy
by those on the political right. Defining human nature as intrinsically selfish, free
market capitalism was seen as the path to the greatest social good—selfishness cre-
ates competition, which in turn supercharges humanity’s progress. In addition, for
those on the right, capitalism was believed to naturally lead to democracy. Introduc-
ing capitalism into a social system would invariably lead to democratic government.
These discourses from the second age of il society (Civil Society II) continue to
inform contemporary debates, as do the ideals of the first.

In recent decades, renewed theoretical and political concerns for civil society
have surfaced. Alexander argues, however, that this new thrust has so far only
attempted to revive previous concepts of civil society. There is, however, a problem
with these attempts at revival. The ideas of the Enlightenment that initially
informed civil society can only hold for the type of social system that existed at that
time, at the beginning of modernity and democracy. As Durkheim, Parsons, and
others have shown us, societies in general tend to change as a result of structural
differentiation, scgmentation, and specialization, and these tendencies are exagger-
ated in the modernity of the twenty-first century. Thus, modern societies are much
more complex, and the people more diverse and fragmented than during the first
age of civil society. We need, then, a different understanding of civil society, one that
is more dynamic and complex than the domi ideas of early modernity.

Alexander (2006) is also clear that capitalism is no longer determinative, if it
ever was: “To identify civil society with capitalism . . . is to degrade its universalizing
moral implications and the capacity for criticism and repair” (p. 33). Capitalism is
just one of many institutional spheres that may contribute one way or another to
the warkings of civil society. No social sphere, Alexander tells us, “not 34,_:7
economic, should be conceived in anti-normative terms, as governed only by inter-
estand egoism” (p. 33). The boundaries between civil and non-civil spheres aren't
dlear or stable enough to make such a claim. As we'll see, Alexander argues that civil

tutions outside the state,
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bdurate entity; it's a project, not a thing that can be F_.,.z:;. e

raised by Marx and others—class conflict, _:,2.:2_«» a
t—are occasions for civil society to expres, itself J_.n.a,
society that opens up a civil v_._:a.e

society isn't an 0
such. Further, the issucs

ciency, egoism, and the res .
“they are systematic to every

possibility” (p. 34).

hey

aren’t random; -

they make justice a

Defining the Civil Sphere

nder uses both the phrases “civil society” and “civil sphere.” Altbougii :c_
we can think of civil society as an effect of the civil sphere, T .
al networks of people or systems of structures. While culture
| place that Alexander wants. As he says, Mo 3“

Alexa
quite this clear,
society implies soct

part of this, it isn't given the centra .
a theory . .. that is less myopically centered on social structure and power djs triby
onsive to the ideas that people have in their heads and 1o e

tion, and more resp n ..
Tocqueville called the habits of the heart (Alexander, 2006, p. 43). The ciil sy

is “a world of values and institutions that generates the capacity for socia]

then, . enr apac
mocratic integration at the same time” (p. 4). The civil sphere

criticism and de ‘
defined by a specific type of culture that overlaps and includes some portion of (g,

social structures, as well as organizations, networks of people, and interactions,
This cultural field of meanings and collective feelings form a “secular fajth” and
thus a moral or ethical sphere. The strongest feeling in the public sphere is social soj;.
darity. In Durkheim’s use of the concept, there are three elements: the subjective senge
of :.E..EE.V. that they are part of the whole, the actual constraint of individuy
desires for the good of the collective, and the coordination of individuals and socig|
units. These three elements can vary independently, which creates higher or lower
social solidarity in a group. Alexander focuses on one specific aspect of solidarity; the
feeling of connectedness to other members in a community. Yet the solidarity of
the civil sphere isn't like that of particularized groups. For example, a woman may fec|
very connected to members of her sorority, but that isn’t the solidarity of democracy,
The feeling of connectedness that Alexander (2006) is referring to “transcends par-
ticular commitments, narrow loyalties, and sectional interests” (p. 43), such as
sororitics, teams, family, and even race and gender. The sense of connectedness in
back of social solidarity is a universal commitment to diversity, based not so much on
group identity as it is on mutual identification with a set of democratic ethics, which
in turn bring democratic integration, Thus, democracy demands faith. It’s a belief
system that transcends individuals and particularized groups. Justice demands that
there be a higher standard that pulls us upward. Without this faith, and the solidarity
it brings, civil society and democracy are impossible.

Yet, look at the definition of civil sphere that Alexander gives in the quote above.
Notice that Alexander not only talks about integration, but in the same breath he
says that the civil sphere creates the capacity for social criticism. Contemporary
democracy is explicitly based on tensions that were only implicit in the beginning
of civil society, such as “all men are created equal.” In other words, most people,
back when those words were written, probably didn’t experience tension; most
thought they were doing a good job of treating all men equal. However, the tension

|
h
|
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existed within the m_:qh:_:.. ﬁ the statement itself, ang those cultural
the long run created inconsistencies in cultural vajyes and produced Mzu_cz. in
alienation among those S..c_:gﬁ_. Notice that the culture itself is :_::n:”:-a _._;
types of tensions we ...x_g,n.._._,...:....n. the discussions we engage in, and thus the _.=w -
that democracy makes. This is the structural element of culture, e
Alexander argues that the democratic culture of the civil sphere is formed
through binary structures of purity and impurity. These structures form -:M:sn
tern the ideas, values, and discourses that democracy holds dear. Binar _vu..
{ures are found on three levels: motives, social relations, and :::.E:n::V~ ”«”_n—.
are then used to define pure and impure, in- and out-group members, E.E n“”._
and uncivil people. For example, the civil sphere includes people i__o.n_.n nn:<_n
and autonomous (purity) and excludes those who are passive and dependent
(impurity). The kinds of relationships between people in the civil sphere are open
(purity) rather than secretive (impurity), trusting and not suspicious, critical
rather than deferential, and truthful instead of deceitful, Finally, civil institutions
are rule regulated (purity), while anti-civil institutions are arbitrary (impurity);
civil institutions are built upon law, while anti-civil upon power; and civil :::E..
tions are equal, while anti-civil are hierarchical, Notice that these pairs (binary)
are the values upon which an open democracy is founded. I've listed the binary
codes in Table 13.1.

Most of us today are used to hearing about binary codes in reference to computers.
Computer languages are based on binary codes of on-off (1/0). These binaries then
form character streams, like 11001011, However, the idea of binary codes is also
found in various disciplines that study culture and language. Here, the idea is that any
single idea is actually a binary. For example, the idea of “good” doesn't exist, nor can

' Table 13.1 Binary Codes of the Civil Sphere

Motives Relationships Institutions
Civil Anti-civil Civil Anti-civil Civil Anti-civil
Active Passive Open Secretive Rule-regulated | Arbitrary
Autonomous Dependent Trusting Suspicious Law Power
Rational Irrational Critical Deferential Equality Hierarchy
Reasonable Hysterical Honorable Self-interested | Inclusive Exclusive
Calm Excitable Altruistic Greedy Impersonal Personal
Self-controlled | Wild/ Truthful Deceitful Contracts Bonds of

passionate loyalty

Realistic Distorted Straightforward | Calculating Groups Factions
Sane Mad Deliberative Conspiratorial | Office Personality
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erstood, apart from bad. These binaries are st jj, tensig
ther, to the point that they are often :_,cEm__x exclusive, U.:_sga.” M_;_ g
p:.o ed u.E_ profane is an example. 4:Q EHLE SRS onslingy aazoﬁ "y of
sacr ce an example of this in the Bible. The children of Israc] Were oy the Ot
,ann :S:ﬁoé:ui which contained the tablets of stone upon whic}, Were “_w 525

e 2 ing i

“. t Commandments. The Ark was moved c« placing two wooden Poles o o._=§ e
en ¢ would have to touch it. At one point, :._n people carrying gp A _sn:_e
: to prevent the Ark from hitting the grounq log the

nce. In ordel : h » One of )
MM”M_ up and righted it God struck him dead. The profane had 1q p, h,_“ Priey

remain sacred. OVed g,

%ﬂﬁw _M””_“ codes of the civl &.52« s.a,,r i u.m:s.zu.ﬂ Manner; They ar,
ally exclusive. This implies two E_q._mm. First, tension is inherent i yp,
time sociologists theorize about social change, they e confronted with y,, Pro
of causal force: What pushes for or creates change? Here, the tensiop E:azzﬂ
the code provides energy for change. In an analogous va.., this is [jke 25.“_“ in
Jecticism. Marx argued that 5.2.« are m:;_QE..u_ elements in Capitalisp, that la.
for change, eventually destroying the economic system. In .>_nxm=n_2.m 53%51
the binary oppositions that give m:.:nz:.m to E.m %Bon_ﬁ._n discourses tha ity
for change. For example, Sn_ﬂ._m_o_d u_i&a. v::% exclusion: *Thg &us:ami_
repression is inherent in the &mno:an. of liberty A>_.GB:%_.. 2006, p. 67), F“H
that grant certain civil rights, like the right :.u marry, simultaneously deny then,
others. Laws of citizenship do the same thing: mn.u:.n people are includeq :ZN
others are excluded. The codes of democracy are inherently conflictual, and i
continually pushes for change. 1

The second thing the binary nature of the codes implies is essentialisy, Becaug,
of the binary, social things that are categorized using the system seem essentia,
something is deemed good, we see it as essentially good, in and of itself, Fo; Ut
say anything is good, that it exists as good, we blind ourselves to the fact thy Weare
constructing it as good. It appears as if it is the essence of the thing itself thay akes
it good, not our categorization of it. Acknowledging that good and bad are socially
constructed “would relativize reality, creating an uncertainty that could undermjp,
not only the cultural core but also the institutional boundaries and solidarity of
civil society itself” (Alexander, 2006, p. 63).

These binary codes are used to create discourses of democracy. A discourse s
away of talking about something, but it is much more. Discourses set the bound-
aries of what is possible and impossible. Remember Foucault’s (Chapter 9)
example of the Chinese encyclopedia of animals. What struck him was the limita-
tion of his own thinking: “the stark impossibility of thinking thar” (Foucaul,
1966/1994b, p. xv). Discourses also set hierarchical, subjectivizing positions, For
example, the current discourse of nations tends to categorize them as developed,
developing, and underdeveloped. This discourse is based on industrial capitalist
standards and evaluates nations according to that value system. Being “underde-
veloped” is stigmatizing in this discourse.

More specific to civil society, the American anti-civil discourse of race createsa
hierarchy based on skin color and heritage. At its worst, the anti-civil discourse

it ever be und
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35_:»_:2_ . hnmm . ﬂcausu The first work of
ce the slave to “‘chattel’ in the eye of the law—pl,

—.,_ah“»: brotherhood—cut off .:.oB his kind” :uo_._m_p”w. MMMCWMWNH_ W_ M _M_P._.nﬂ L:
%im_&:o: of human nature in the discourse of race continues to :..,:,. P
effects. According to Cornel West (2001), “black existential angst deriy
jived experience of ontological wounds and emotional scars inflict,
m__vaaunmm_ beliefs” (p. 27). The ﬁ.=i discourse of race s also framed
essentializing terms. In constructing the first civil discourse of race i
states, Frederick Douglass (1857/2009b) proclaimed that equality is guaranteed to

placks because the Declaration of Independence is about ““We, the people’—not we.

the white people—not we, the citizens . ... not we, the privileged class, and cs_&..
ingall other classes . .. but we the people—the men and women, the human inhab-

;tants of the United States” (p. 257, emphasis added).

There’s an important implication here: Solidarity is both transcendent and par-
ticularist, connecting us to others by creating structured feelings of “being part of
something larger than ourselves,” while at the same time it respects “our individual
va_do:w::nm.. (Alexander, 2006, p. 13). It is a “socially established consciousness”
(p. 54) that “combines collective with individual obligations” (p. 38). The binary
codes that produce solidarity create discourses that essentialize both in- and out-
group members simultaneously: “The discourse of repression is inherent in the
discourse of liberty” (p. 67). Thus, solidarity and all that comes with it—civil soci-
ety, justice, democracy—isn’t something that can objectively exist: It’s an ongoing
achievement. However, it isn’t the limitations of human nature nor is it the par-
ticularistic egoism produced by non-civil spheres that prevents us from achieving
full democracy and social justice. The things that we have perhaps seen as failures—
the existence of groups excluded from full justice—are, in fact, the result of “pro-
cesses internal to the social system itself” (p. 411). The binary codes upon which
solidarity is based are irresolvable and available to civil and non-civil groups alike.
The outrage we feel at injustice is the cost of democracy: “We would not be so
indignant about these contradictions if we were not so fiercely committed to the
ideal of a broadly solidaristic humanity, to brotherhood and sisterhood. These con-
tradictions, in other words, are the price of civil society” (p. 9).

this discourse was 1o

e subjective
es from the
ed by white
in universal,
n the United

Concepts and Theory: Civil Institutions

As we're beginning to see, civil society does not exist as such. It's a project that is
better understood as sets of practices and boundary relations. One of the better
insights that functionalism gives us concerns system boundaries. In order for
anything to exist, there must be a point at which it begins and everything else stops.
A handy example is your body. The skin of the body forms a boundary that marks
the place where you begin and everything else ends. The insight that functional
analysis gives us is that the boundary is permeable, and it negotiates relations
between internal and external systems. Your skin, for example, senses external
temperature and objects, and then communicates this information to internal
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y also has other _ucc._aui.:wwo: ting Structures, like
maintain a functional relationship betweer, Your bigy, "

’s a way in which everything thy, o acm_s_
arly the case for the ciyj) x.:am.a .

systems. Your bod .

mouth and nose, which ¢
and everything else. ,:_E‘ﬁ . i
of its boundaries. This is unam.nz._ t e fo
re is bounded by civil institutions. These institutions fim o

on-civil spheres, such ﬁ.?.-::x. nn.:mmo:. and the econg,

f which create E:_.nz_n_.iam interests. Civil ::::.:o:.m. then, are those s
all of w iversalistic values and are most closely associated witp, S .F.
uni y create norms, goals, :,.j&u. w:m. sanctions; they algo “__“”m
exchanges, create demands, and 8 forth. Civil Sm:.wuzo:m 2_42.3 and _.:_Enss__
the symbolic, binary codes found in the structure o democratic n::.:_.n by Pétiy,
sion w:a_ enforcement, specifically through communicative (persuasion) and reg,

Jative (enforcement) institutions.

system
only because

The civil sphe
ary relations with all n

promote
democracy. The

Communicative Institutions

If asked, many people today would v_.ovnw_v\ define &N:S.Q:Q 54 set of ng.
tutions and laws that guarantee people the right to vote. f.r.vﬂ:? for example
defines democracy as “an egalitarian mo::.om moﬁS.SnE in which all the Citizeng
of a nation together determine public policy. Z.m_.:mn.u.invﬁﬂ (2002) similarly
defines democracy as “a form of government in J}_n_w the supreme poyer H
vested in the people and exercised by them directly.” This way of ::gnaa:&:m
democracy doesn’t just appear in popular culture. Charles Tilly (2007), 5 will
known contemporary sociologist, defines democracy as “a certain class of reli.
tions between states and citizens” (p. 12).

However, there is a danger in restricting our definition of democracy to specific
institutions and laws. This is not to say that the structures guaranteeing voting right
and curtailing egoistic pursuits aren’t important; they are vitally so. But when oy

understanding of democracy is focused simply on these formal arrangements, then i
is “the distribution of power and force, the balance of material resources, that js

important” (Alexander, 2006, p. 39). Here, Alexander argues, we are left with the tra-
dition of Thrasymachus, a character in Plato’s Republic. In a discussion about justice,
Thrasymachus posited that “justice” is always defined by those in power and has no
reference to any higher system of values. Alexander is arguing that if we only see
democracy as a set of institutions and laws, then democracy is in danger because the
elite class can usually gain control of those social structures. Thrasymachus’s view of
justice then becomes reality—might makes right. Alexander asserts that there must be
something more to democracy than legal safeguards and institutions. Democracies
need “social structures that allow egoism to be pursued but that make the aggregation
of egoism impossible” (p. 42), but democracies also need more than this. Drawing on
John Dewey, Alexander tells us that democracy is more than laws, institutions, and
organizations. It is “primarily a mode of associated living, of conjoint communicated
experience” (p. 37). It’s a consciousness, a way of existing in the world that specifically
seeks out social and cultural diversity, and diversity of “stimulation . .. means
challenge to thought” (Dewey, 1916/2009, p. 71). Democracy is as much based on

|
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asolidarity and ...o:.::w:&.:ﬁ as it is on difference and Power struggles (p. 43). 1t
in the 893::..8:%. _nv:_.::o:m where we find sources for solidarity, s

Communicative institutions are made up of organizations and associations that
create and circulate cultural meanings, as well as influence our thoughts and feel-
ings about the civil sphere. ,:,_nm.n institutions obviously communicate, but they
v»:_.nc_n_,_v\ translate the abstract a.ﬁ:m found in the binary codes through specific
events and people. The mass media—including television, movies, books, news
services, and so on—and public opinion polls are two particularly &mimnm:._ parts
of communicative institutions. According to Alexander (2006), the mass media
presents two kinds of narratives: fictional and factual, The importance of fictional
mass media is that it has greater cathartic impact. Fictional media can weave stories
of heroism, sacrifice, and valor using the binary codes of democratic culture, and
we respond with tears, laughter, pride, heart-felt concern, and belief. We're lifted up
and energized by these stories. We are also energized against stories or characters
that exemplify the impure side of the binary. Fictional media in particular structure
our feelings around social justice issues; they create the “intuitive criteria . . . that
shape behavior in more organized and formal domains” (p. 70).

Factual media are more immediately influential, as they report such things as
the news and, most importantly, public opinion. The reporting is presented as if it
were factual. Every news story has an “ontology of realism” about it—the “news
presents itself as homologous with the real world” (Alexander, 2006, p. 80). Factual
media frequently draw on the binary codes to impute motives, define relation-
ships, and explain the institutions of the “real world” They thus create the chronic
tensions between the universal values of the civil sphere and the powers and
authorities outside. What we see when we watch the morning news, read a news-
paper, or listen to public radio is a collage, a constructed picture of everything that
matters in the world we confront. It's not only the news we perceive; the news itself
orders our world. Something matters precisely because it appears as news. The way
in which something matters, or the value we give it, is also strongly informed by
factual media as they draw on the binary codes. A significant part of this picture
making is the reporting of public opinion polls.

The current notion of public opinion is based on a kind of imagined community.
During the initial stage of civil society, it would have been more accurate to speak of
a concrete, rather than imaginary, public. The existence of this real public is one of
the reasons why public assembly is constitutionally guaranteed. In the early phases
of modern democracy, people gathered in voluntary associations and public houses
to share information and argue about ideas. These face-to-face encounters strongly
informed the dominant ideas. A clear example from that time is Herbert Spencer
(1820-1903), one of our first sociologists. James Collier (1904) tells us that Spencer
“at no time received systematic instruction in any branch of science. What is more
surprising, it may be doubted if he ever read a book on science from end to end”
(p. 206). Where, then, did Spencer get his ideas and facts? According to Collier,

He picked up most of his facts. Spending a good part of every afternoon at
the Athenaeum Club he ran through most of the periodicals . .. [and] he
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habitually met with all the leading savants, many .c.‘ whom wey
a om these, by a happy mixture of suggestion and ques,
hat they knew. (pp- 208-209)
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Today, however the “public” doesn’t nxu..m. in any concrete way; j isn’
face-to-face communion between people: “It now assumes a symbolic
concrete form” (Alexander, 2006, p- ..\E. Yet :._.n m_mEqu“R .wm the public
of citizens isn't lessened because of its _%Bco.__.n i:___.n. _ ublic opinion p
they not only matter in terms 3‘. affecting v.o_._:ms:m ‘actions, but they 5
us personally. We se¢ ourselves in the m:v__n. It’s an imagined commyp,
we exist. It's the place where .En public is seen and heard, mma we are
public. It is this public 5&.&5&3:. conflict groups want to influence,
through the public that their nmo..a.nm. for Emg.uS:.:g binary cultural st
given voice. Moreover, vnm_:u.n .: is an om.:.o:. ._. no_“.no_.:u how the
about a given topic. Public opinion, then, inserts _ms_w into social subj
structure of feeling. .. . Public opinion is 5.n e within which we swim, (pe struc.
ture that gives us the feeling of democratic life” (Alexander, 2006, pp. 72, 75).

Many critical commentators, Habermas E:omm. :._2:. ._.m<n argued that the i
modification of media has reduced them to :,_.Sm__unm images designed solely 1
gather an audience rather than inform a public. >_.n§=m2 sees this critique o

another example of the ideological rejection of all things capitalist. First, the com.
mercialization of media actually encouraged diversity. Once the media was releaseq
from patronage, and could thus maintain their own existence, they were freeq from
ideological pressures from the elite and could respond to the diverse demands ofa
pluralistic public. Second, whether or not the media produces homogeneous, com-
modified images devoid of any democratic content depends on some rather commop
social factors, principally the differentiation of mass media organizations. This di.
ferentiation depends on the existence of impersonal markets and professionaliza.
tion. We can think of media markets varying along a continuum from impersona,
negotiated exchanges between buyers and sellers to markets dominated by personal
and client relationships. The more the market is driven by rational exchanges rather
than patronage, the greater the diversity and ideological control. In addition, pro-
fessionalized ethics and self-regulation “allow producers, writers, directors, and
reporters more freedom to offer flexible interpretations responsive to shifting
events ... . rather than on more dogmatic interpretations that merely authenticate
loyalties to particular groups” (Alexander, 2006, p. 83).

There is one other element of communicative institutions: civil associations.
Alexander is quick to make the distinction between the voluntary associations that
are generally associated with civil society and these civil associations. Voluntary
associations, of the type Tocqueville is usually associated with, are groups that are
organized on a voluntary basis to achieve some collective end. A group organized
to raise money for the local library is a good example. The democratic value in
voluntary organizations is that they give people practice at working together, nego-
tiating conflicts and interests, and coming to collective consensus. Civil associ
tions, on the other hand, come together to influence public opinion about specific
issue they intend to communicate. MADD (Mothers Against Drunk Driving) is3
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xample. Such groups are part of the communicative jng;
life to civil society because they can make their case onl
niversals found in the binary code.
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y to the degree that

Regulative Institutions

eﬁ.o.._.n .83.:,.::.8_:<.n _:.m:Ezo.su work to vnac.aw people toward democracy
and social justice, regulative institutions guard democratic processes through power.
xnw:\n:s.. institutions are ..:»% up of two broad arenas: civil power and law. On:ﬁ..
ally speaking, power in society is linked to having control over collecting taxes, creat-
ing and controlling army a:m police forces, and building the administrative structure
of society. In times past, aristocrats controlled this state power. Aristocratic power
was direct in the sense that nothing stood between individuals and governmental
control. The king’s word was law, pure and simple. Modern, democratic society,
however, is founded on belief in natural rights, which are then constitutionally wE:..
anteed. These rights stand between individuals and governmental control. In a very
real way, it’s the existence of these rights that created civil society.

The control of civil society is constantly at stake in contemporary, highly diversi-
fied societies. To talk about this issue, Alexander (2006) makes the distinction
between social and civil power. Social power is power that is determined by particular-
ized interests generated in non-civil spheres, such as class and religion. To the degree
that the elite from any particularized group control society, “democracy doesn’t exist”
(p. 109). In a democracy, control of society needs to be based more in civil rather than
social power. Civil power exists when the people “speak” through both communicative
and regulative institutions. Civil power thus negatively varies by the degree of elite
control and positively varies by the level of differentiated inclusion in the political
process. In other words, the greater the level of elite institutional control (social
power), the less will be the level of democratic civil society. On the other hand, the
greater the inclusion of diverse groups (like race, gender, religion, and so forth), the
greater will be the level of democratic society. The primary function of regulative
institutions is thus to restrict elite control and to guarantee inclusion. There are four
specific ways these institutions work: voting, political parties, office, and law.

The most basic way civil power is promoted is through the right to vote. The
more diverse the voting population, the more democratic will be civil society and
the more likely it is to promote social justice. Of course, the battles over the kinds
of people who are given the right to vote have defined a good deal of the history
of democracy: The fight for universal suffrage was defined by the universals
found in binary codes and thus depended upon communicative institutions. But
the right to vote itself only opens up the possibility of civil power. The purpose
of voting is to break up the direct “translation of social into political power”
(Alexander, 2006, p. 114). Elites, however, attempt to control that translation.
One of the regulatory safeguards against such control is party politics.

While we each vote for an individual, a political party backs each candidate.
Political party platforms are constructed through debate and, more importantly,
must be presented to the public in terms defined by the binary codes. Political cam-
paigns are characterized by essentialist claims of purity and impurity; thus, the
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idates are characterized as polluting. Many p,e, .
o..rﬂ v”_,wm HM Mﬂmvo_.:a is detrimental to civil society; manowhsmu.a_w:sr thy
””_M “w‘wa of us/them political discourses. E_.c.. A__,*Mva::?.. m:nr.vaov_o ﬁnm“n_ is
democratic discourse ought to be nrm_.unzznn.. y mnmmc:._ rationg| %_&a:.f_
and pragmatic consensus. There are wo, pro nﬂm with this ::ana—m:&:w. m_.s_.
the history of civil society %ﬁ:.. live up to this model of consengyg rs_aﬁr
“Boundary relations with :ozm_ﬁ_ mv_..w_.nw..ruﬁ shways beeq unsettleq R
course has always been deeply dichotomized" (Alexander, 2006, p. 128, Thug,
the idea of than mn“
ramﬂ 527««
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rational deliberation” does appear, it has symbolic rather
value. In other words, to sway others, politicians and parties claim thay
are reasonable and rational (see Table 13.1). Contrary to Habermas,
these claims as performative acts rather than mﬁc..,,_ %mnnr acts.

The second problem with this .ES of wn:_.:m :ﬂ_. of polarized con
meaning is created through the basic process om:.n._:w_w:. m_:a exclusion, Thyp, b
all categories work; one thing can o::... —.».<a meaning if it’s not the other, simple
example is the guitar. The meaning of “guitar” requires exclusionary work: A gy,
is not a violin, not a cello, not a tuba, and s o._“.. ﬂo. define something, o o ,”
meaning, we draw boundaries or lines around it: “[T]t _m..:.nm_. boundaries that gy,
us to perceive ‘things’at all” (Zerubavel, 199 _.. p- 2). This is all the more true whe,
we are constructing moralistic meanings, which is what mnBonBQ is based upon
Meanings that are important require the categories to be binary and the exclusiong
to be essentialized. Thus, “ideological polarization is normal; it emerges from the
basic meaning-making structures of civil life” (Alexander, 2006, p. 129),

However, this essentialized antagonism must be balanced with €OMMOn appeyJg
to the universal elements of democratic solidarity. Each party, winners anq losers
both, must in the end express support of the other. Losers promise to SUpport the
winners' now democratically legitimated power, and winners give thanks and
pledge to work with the other party in the democratic process. This, again, is ope
of those points where the balance between “social criticism and democratic integra-
tion” must be maintained. Legitimate criticism and party politics can only take
place within democratic solidarity. “Antagonism at one level, in other words, can be
interpreted as civility at another” (Alexander, 2006, p. 130).

Once an election is won, the politician obtains power, but even here civil society
works to limit and direct that power. Party politics still has influence, as do com-
municative institutions. More directly, political power is circumscribed by the regu-
lation of office. Office is a feature of bureaucratic management and as such carries
universal understandings of how organizational authority ought to be managed and
implemented. Look again at Table 13.1, and you'll see a number of elements consis-
tent with Weber's ideal-type bureaucracy. The most obvious binary code here is
“office vs. personality.” Authority in a bureaucracy adheres to the office, not the
person. The office of state governor (or professor), for instance, has clearly delin-
cated authority no matter who holds the office. Other elements of the binary codes
are clearly part of office as well. Actions of an officer are to be guided by written rules
and not arbitrary personal likes and dislikes. All people are to be treated equally
without preference to social group. Office, then, “institutionalizes a universalistic
understanding of organizational authority” (Alexander, 2006, p. 133). Thus, not only

flict is 5»—
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are there explicit rules and regulations, but office also imposes moral or n, .
obligations on the incumbent to use power in specific wa S S
strong, these expectations are expressed ritually, as in taking the oath of office Wh
the civil sphere has autonomy from the state, communicative institutions n -
surveillance of office and have at their disposal the binary codes of impurit Xercise

The final regulative sphere is law. Law is multifaceted anq has various mw.:ﬁ:o
in society, such as regulating dangerous behaviors and interorganizational E_nzo_.“u
Law also has democratic functions. Unlike voting, party, and office, the civil § raa.
function of law is more clearly regulative than communicative, generally vamucx.
Jaw can impose legitimate sanctions (punishment). Yet even here there is commu-
nicative value for solidarity. In general, law translates the binary codes of the civil
sphere and connects them in a real way with particularist and individual actions.
The motives (why we do things) in the civil sphere are to be rational (purity), not
irrational (impurity), and the relationships and institutions deliberative, not con-
spiratorial; rule regulated, not arbitrary; and impersonal, not personal. Thus, law
isn’t simply an external control that forces people to conform, but rather, it is seen
as “an expression of their innate rationality, mediating between truth and mundane
events” (Alexander, 2006, p. 60). Law, then, has moral qualities and effects,

Following Durkheim, Alexander (2006) argues that in “complex and differenti-
ated societies, civil solidarity is sustained by legal rules that abstract away from
particular endowments, traditions, and circumstances” P 172). Law is perhaps the
clearest, most powerful civil space for creating social solidarity in contemporary
society. Law not only expresses the moral, ethical foundation of society, but law also
puts that foundation into practice in ritualized settings, such as “the arrest” and “the
courtroom.” The public is brought into this democratic drama through daily news
reports. The news stories provide the public with continual opportunity to reaffirm
their commitment to and belief in the moral code. At the same time, law is the
clearest expression and guarantee of individuality. The most basic assumption of all
forms of law is that the modern individual can be held responsible for his or her
actions because it’s assumed “that actors are in full possession of such civil faculties
as rationality, sanity, and self-control” (p. 179). In no other arena is the reasoning
power and free agency of the individual given such affirmation and freedom.

The basis of all democratic law is constitutional law. Constitutions are laws about
laws; they determine the parameters within which law must operate in order to
maintain solidarity. Constitutions are specifically concerned with restricting arbi-
trary actions by the state and instituting due process. As such, constitutional law is
“particularly concerned with articulating the suspicions about others that mark the
dark side of civil discourse” (Alexander, 2006, p. 165). Contract law is usually under-
stood in purely instrumental-rational terms, with little if any relationship to civil
society. Yet contract law, like constitutional law, enforces due process and defines
such civil attributes as fairness, justice, negotiation, and reciprocity. Contracts thus
are a significant mechanism for inserting the civil into the economic sphere.

Law also has an antidemocratic side that has two faces. The most blatant face
is shown when the elite use money, power, and other resources to evade or bend
the law to their own ends. This is a case where social power trumps civil power.
The second face is less obvious and more insidious. This side evades civil society

ys. When civil society is
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by internal attribution. As we've seen time and again, social and politicy -

assume a certain kind of person—these .m.vﬁs.sv, w_ssva make interpy) 2:_.55

tions. This antidemocratic face om.z.n law “sees m:vwwna o.~ regulation o, - iby.

fully human” (p. 186), thus oxﬁ_cm_:m them from nw<: society. Clear . thap

S‘SHRE colonialism, American racism, and vw.:.u_.nrv\. .O.vv_.nmm_.os 5 s,h.w are

and people of color was—and in some cases still is—legitimateq by SwE:MQ

them as incapable of reason. : : g

Underneath this oppression is something more basic, something thay -

o threaten the civil sphere. Alexander argues that in back of denyin :.m.:.
humanity to another is lack of n._:wm:_«. Zo«:»_.:. -Webster defines E:?:;M_ M___
as the “projection of a subjective state :.:o an object so that the object mvvng !
be infused with it.” To empathize, then, is to see another’s personal €Xperiences N
the same as your own. It is to say, “You and I share the same eXperiences En&
and emotions. I see me in you.” The lack of empathy in the absolute ey hﬁ.
basis of colonialism, racism, and patriarchy. This is what Kai Erikson (1996) Q__M
social speciation: “the process by which one people manages to Neutralize the
humanity of another” (p. 55). However, the problem of empathy for ciyj] o
doesn’t end with social speciation. Both law making and law mzﬁ_.v_.mzzmlz_w
work of legislators and judges—are based on empathy, not only in the absolute
sense, as with speciation, but also in the mundane sense of creating and o
ing civil law. If judges and legislators come from elite classes, then “their ability g

apply principles of reciprocity may be undermined by their inability to exper;.

ence solidarity with members of the lower class” (Alexander, 2006, p. 187), When
this inability becomes typical, then for subjugated groups “there is no civil soci.
ety ... and the legal code seems to represent merely the external, coercive poyer

ues

of class, caste, or state” (p. 189).

Concepts and Theory: Civil Society Outcomes

One of the most important insights Alexander gives us about civil society is that
it is based on contradictions and conflicts. It’s actually the contradictions that
open up the possibility of social justice. As we’ve seen, the foundation of
democracy and the civil sphere is the binary codes. These codes don’t simply
imply conflict; they create conflict and contradiction by the manner in which
they exist. Good is intrinsically and forever tied up with bad. Something can be
rational only if it’s possible to be irrational; equality can only be understood in
terms of the leveling of hierarchy. To include is to simultaneously exclude. An
identifiable group can only exist if it sets up boundaries that exclude others. To
some of us, this may sound counterintuitive: Democracy accepts all people, no
matter what their race, religion, gender, and so on. In thinking this way, we are
right in so far as it pertains to the universal democratic principles and our belief
in them. It’s that belief that creates the solidarity necessary to achieve social
justice. However, belief and democratic solidarity are only part of the process;
they specifically belong to civil repair. Civil repair occurs after civil conflict, as
we saw earlier with political parties.
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civil Repair and Social Movements

Besides the oty ncm_nm. u_.:._ :,_.n 1=m<aw8_.vmn~mn=_uwmm~ duality, there are three
other sources of no::.ma_n:o:. in civil society: Space, time, and function The d;
course of modern am‘ianQ is always understood as relative to a ~n_.w_.8.:m_ Dy n_w.
While there are imagined communities and virtua] relationships, all actual ,SQM:M
exist in a place—it’s the place that actualizes or makes concrete the idea we have of
ourselves as a people, as a society. Place is fundamental to the process of inclusion
and exclusion, the exercise of law, and the communication of culture. There are
identifiable borders that mark where the law of France ends and the law of Spain
begins. The rights that accrue to American citizens are clearly marked by territory.
Nations, democratic and otherwise, exist in a place. This attachment to place n_.s:mm.
uncivilizing pressures. Place becomes essentialized and the focus of ritual sacrifice:
«This explains why, throughout the history of civil societies, war has been a sacred
obligation; to wage war against members of other territories has been simultane-
ously a national and a civilizing task” (Alexander, 2006, p. 197).

Time works to essentialize civil society as well. Central to every democracy is a
founding myth. We see this succinctly captured for the United States in Lincoln’s
Gettysburg Address: “Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth
upon this continent, a new nation, conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the
proposition that all men are created equal.” The founding myths become the focus
of public ritual (like Independence Day) and convey a sense of essential differences
in both the founding of a nation and its founders. Citizens tend to see something
special, something transcendent, about the founders. They have come to represent
pure categories of civil society—representative characters in our secular faith. The
myths are employed to legitimate political stances in primordial ways, much like
the practices of the early Christians in the Church. They convey a sense of “from the
beginning it was thus.” Because of their power to legitimate, the historical narratives
are “natural” sites of civil strife.

Functional spheres within a social system also provide uncivilizing pressures. One
of the defining characteristics of modern society is structural differentiation. Prior to
modernity, social needs were met through a handful of institutions that overlapped
with one another. Institutional overlap meant that status positions, norms, and values
tended to be homogeneous and widespread in traditional society. On the other hand,
modern social organization is characterized by intentional and functional differentia-
tion. Differentiated structures mean that status positions, roles, norms, and values are
institutionally distinct and not shared in common. These different arrays of social
features compete with the solidarity of the civil sphere, and, as Alexander (2006) says,
“These goods themselves possess a distinctive charisma” (p. 204). The values and
goods of the noncivil spheres—such as money (economy), power (polity), and grace
(religion)—are attractive. Further, they insert themselves into the very discourse of
civil society: Money can be seen as representing moral goodness, while poverty may
be viewed as the result of laziness, a decidedly anti-civil trait.

Alexander’s point is that uncivilizing pressures are natural to civil society. These
are, in fact, potential points of articulation, where the anti-civil inequalities waimn

the motivations and necessary culture and people to move democracy and social
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be everlasting. (p. 3). Many social movements fai, but enough have succeeqeq ;-

civil society has become institutionalized in Al degrees. Yet there js 5 danger _.o”

these groups and civil society mz large. Groups will _,nmn_.n:.nn the .E:ma. codes g
essentialize the democratic universals @:a :.ﬁa. ..:5.. like political Partie, g,
essentialize their opponents. The danger is that in m.o.:m 50, they may define the othey
25 intrinsically poisonous to civil society. Examples Sn_:ﬁ_w Kmanm: socialists wh e,
capitalism and civi society as %:.o:ﬁ:mﬁ and some feminists who haye “argued hy
civil societies are inherently patriarchal” (p. N.oﬁ. In such cases, many haye chosent
“exit [civil society] rather than to exercise voice” (p. 209).

The contradictions between the universal values of the civil sphere ang the
essential exclusions produced by time, space, and function are what drive 5oy
movements. Alexander’s theory argues that modern social movements haye aliway
been related to the cultural structure in back of democracy. One of the majy fea.
sons the cultural component is important is that democratic states rest on angd work
through _nmaau.& authority. Democratic citizens must believe their governmen;
is just and doing right. Social movements, then, attack that belief, arguing thy
society has failed to live up to its democratic universal ideals. In that way, sociy
movements are translations “between the discourse of civil society and the institutiop.
specific processes” that produce hierarchical inequities (Alexander, 2006, p. 233),
Politics, especially in postindustrial societies, is a struggle over meaning and repre-
sentation. The conflicts that social movements express aren’t simply about the
unequal distribution of scarce resources. “They are about who will be what, and for
how long” (p. 233, emphasis added). It is always about the right to be fully human,

The success of social movements depends on a certain level of the institutional-
ization of civil society. The right to gather privately must be protected; the regul-
tive institutions of voting, parties, voluntary organizations, and law must be
assured; and the communicative institutions must be free of elite control and must
have created symbolic values around such civil attitudes as trust, autonomy, coop-

eration, and so on. Social movements must use the mass media to persuade others
to the universal legitimacy of their cause. In doing so, they assume and developa
wider sense of community. They must claim to represent this wider community
and its universal values, and they must speak directly to this societal community on
behalf of particular interests. Social movements must also work to create and

enforce law, “which could enforce universalistic civil against oligarchic power’
(Alexander, 2006, p- 229).
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Justice and Incorporating the Other

The intent of democracy, solidarity, and social movements is justice, Justice, lik
every element in nc_.:n.EvcEQ democratic society, isn’t a specified ev_..nnn it c.:._ M
wou_ that can be nﬁ_..._aﬁm once and for all. Justice is a Process that exists between the
abstract idea of universal brotherhood and the concrete lived reality of particular-
ized otherhood. There are &Smwa.p_ either extreme. The problem of restricting
justice to the _:m:. realm of _.:.c:___a. is that it &.mnocza or ignores the everyday world
o meaningful existence, which depends on discrimination, and discussions of jus-
tice need to be based on truly democratic morals that include identity and meaning,
In other words, the abstract ideals of solidarity only become meaningful and R_n..
vant in relation to particular groups and individuals in particular times and places—
all of which, as we've seen, are intrinsically uncivilizing. Thus, adhering to radical
universalism is a view from nowhere that in the end disables the civil sphere.

The other extreme—identifying justice with group-specific goals (dogmatic
vu_.:nc_&.mu:_vlﬁ also crippling to civil society. The first problem is that this
degree of specificity is in effect an expression of social, not civil, power. Some of
these practices can be very obvious, such as a previously disenfranchised group
(like women or blacks) that wants to exclude other particular groups (such as gays
and lesbians) from equal civil rights. Some of what happens at this extreme is less
obvious. For example, most public universities and businesses have diversity poli-
cies, and many have task forces charged with promoting diversity. These diversity
issues are of course mandated by and accountable to law. Because rational-legal
authority is supreme in contemporary society, accountability to the law is usually
expressed in numbers. The broader the definition of diversity, the more difficult
or complex will be the accounting. As a result, most diversity policies are particu-
laristic, including only gender and racial minorities.

Real justice—democratic justice—will always include possibilities of inclusion
and exclusion, emancipation and oppression. “The tension between the transcen-
dent and the particular cannot be avoided” (Alexander, 2006, p. 22). It’s imperative
that we understand the restless and partial nature of justice. To believe that justice
has been achieved is no more than accepting and making real the dogmatic beliefs
that are actually imposed by the powerful in society, those who are already the
recipients and holders of justice. To believe only in the lofty ideals of universal
brotherhood is to fail to engage in the messy business of particularized interests and
the creation of meaningful lives. It simply isn’t realistic to “accept everybody” on
general grounds, as any honest look at our world and history will reveal. There are
vested interests and questions of practice that will inevitably be addressed. In addi-
tion, the binary nature of the codes themselves prevents absolute fulfillment.

This implies that the project of democracy is perpetually unfinished; yet a liv-
ing democracy makes continual steps toward universal inclusion. According to
Alexander, this movement toward universal inclusion has thus far gone through
three phases: assimilation, hyphenation, and multiculturalism. The process of
assimilation is what is meant when America is characterized as a melting pot. All
the important differences in identity are assimilated in one general identity.
Hyphenation is a way of creating cultural identities that brings two or more types
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assimilation and hyphenation, it is still better to be white thap, blac
female, and heterosexual rather .__.E. homosexual. In both 4
hyphenation, inclusion into the Bm.:s group occurs as the esseng;
difference are shed and the person in one way or another becomes
dominant group. In these inclusion movements, the dominant gro
seen as more civilized, and better in some real way.

Multiculturalism is distinct because difference itself becomes valued, p,
than differences being rejected automatically, in- and Out-group memfber w 5:5
to “resignify and experience” the differences (Alexander, 2006, p. 451), Thus, n_.%w_,
ences aren’t automatically valued hierarchically. It isn’t necessarily betger _oﬂ
white than black, or heterosexual than homosexual, for example, There e
struggle, however. Some groups or group characteristics may be seen 35100 diff,
ent and thus stigmatized, which, of course, sets up another binary issye of i
sion. In multiculturalism, the universal value of human nature is see as diverge
rather than being defined by the main group’s identity. In multiculturalism, ES.N
poration and social solidarity are achievements of diversity rather than inclusion
The differences between groups of people “become reinterpreted as avaxs__w
variations on the sacred quality of civility” (Alexander, 2006, p. 452). Rather than
the recognition of difference leading to denigration and inhibition, as with agsip;.
lation and hyphenation, multiculturalism leads to a culture of authenticity thy
expands and shares cultural identities.
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¢ Generally speaking, civil society is a sphere that was generated by the idea of
natural rights and constitutional law. This sphere is the political arena that
negotiates the relationship between citizens and the state in democratic societ-
ies. The way civil society works is specific to different kinds of structur
arrangements and diversity. In structurally differentiated, socially diverse
societies, civil society becomes an open-ended project that is energized by the
contradictions between cultural universals and particularist interests. Civi
society is held together by democratic solidarity, a transcendent sense of being
part of something larger and more important than the group itself, while at
the same time honoring the individuality that makes each person unique.

* The core of civil society is made up of binary codes delineating civil/non-civi
motives, relationships, and institutions. People and groups in a democratic
society are categorized as pure and impure, included and excluded, based
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on the codes. The binary nature of the codes cre

b ates cultural te
_u_.ci%w motivational energy for activity in the c S

il sphere.
Communicativeand regulative institutions boun the Givi
institutions in particular express the binary codes through mass media, pub}
opinion, and civil associations. Thus, communicative institutions nncu.:wc =”n
codes and create the structures of feeling, solidarity, that unites a diverse N a
Regulative institutions also bound the civil sphere, specifically votin JHM_
parties, office, and law. Where communicative institutions persuade, m_unwoc_._:.é
institutions use power (o assure and create civil, democratic v_.oo&wa..
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o Civil society also remains a project due to the essentializing influences of
time, space, and function. The universals of the ciyil sphere must be actual-
ized in real, concrete situations: in a specific place, at a specific time. Yet time
and space inherently produce uncivilizing pressures: nationalistic identities
and narratives that demand defense at any cost. The differentiation of func-
tion also creates uncivilizing pressures. The hierarchies of class, politics, reli-
gion, family, and so on are attractive. As people are drawn to money, power,
and belief, they create particularized interests that struggle with the universal
beliefs undergirding modern democracy.

o The tensions created by the binary codes and time, space, and function create
opportunities for social movements. Because modern states work through
legitimacy, social movements must wage a cultural war. Thus, at their core, all
social movements express the universal beliefs found in the binary codes.

TAKING THE PERSPECTIVE: A STRONG PROGRAM

IN CULTURAL SOCIOLOGY

Alexander is a founder and director at Yale University's Center for Cultural Sociology. The
Center and its work are generally guided by Alexander’s strong program in cultural sociology.
There are three elements to it. First, culture needs to be understood meaningfully. More than
any other species on the planet, humans are oriented toward meaning. This meaning is never
fixed or determined; it must be interpreted. If something is determined, interpretation isn't
needed. You don't need to interpret an object falling on your head; it's determined by the law
of gravity. In contrast, the "American flag” has to be interpreted because its meaning varies.
Cultural sociology thus places importance on interpretation. Alexander argues that for “most
of its history, sociology .. . has suffered from a numbness toward meaning” (Alexander & Smith,
2001, p. 138). While Parsons emphasized culture, his theory did not incorporate meaning, in
this sense of the word. In order to give meaning its proper place, Alexander advocates the use
of what's called thick descriptions. Thick descriptions are minute descriptions of a social

phenomenon—they provide the tiniest details of human interaction.
The second element in a strong program is that the relationships that culture has to other
social factors need to be analytically bracketed. When we bracket something analytically, we
(Continued)




