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This book looks sociologically at today’s post-normal times and looks at 
sociology from the vantage point of these times. Sociology is the institutional 
space carved out within the university for the scientific study of society as 
society. Among the social sciences, sociology is unique in studying the social 
itself, that is, the nature and constitution of society itself. The institutional 
weakness of sociology within the bourgeois university, and the intellectual 
limitations, contradictions, and conflicts within sociology as a discipline, 
reflect the deep ambivalence toward the social within bourgeois ideology.1 
This book explores these contradictions.

Sociology matters. The marginality and confusion of the sociological 
voice today constitutes the blindness of contemporary society, the inability of 
society to understand itself, its inability to see itself as a society, the inability 
of people to see themselves as society. This reflects and further reproduces 
human beings’ actual inability to create themselves as society, since the 
requisite forms of solidarity are blocked by the prevailing social interests 
and relations of power. These relations of power also occlude society’s, and 
sociology’s, self-understanding.

Sociology is the scientific understanding of society, that is to say, science’s 
understanding of society; therefore, sociology is science’s understanding of 
itself. Sociology is the reflexivity of science and the reflexivity of modern 
society.2 This capacity for reflexivity is blocked by bourgeois ideology, 
which is the reflection and expression in ideas of bourgeois social relations. 
Bourgeois atomism (both real and imagined) blocks the development of soci-
ology. Under capitalism, sociology can only ever be bourgeois sociology. As 
such, it can only ever be a partial and distorted knowledge of an incomplete 
and malformed reality.

Introduction
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2 Introduction

The primary focus of analysis will be on the United States, but the 
American context is explored in dialogue with, and historical relation to, clas-
sical and contemporary European sociology and social thought. Rather than 
being a history of sociology per se, the book examines historical transforma-
tions of sociology in order to theorize and understand the nature of modern 
societies and, in contrast, the present post-modern and post-normal condition. 
It examines changes in the content and status of sociology in order to elicit 
how changes in sociological worldview, and in the place of sociology within 
the hegemonic culture, reflect fundamental social transformations in capitalist 
society. It argues that sociology and its transformations replicate the change 
in the relationship between capital and social solidarity. The contradictions, 
crises, and transformations of sociology signify the ever more explosive con-
tradiction between capitalism and human sociality itself. The organization of 
normalcy in modernity has given way to the disorganization of post-modern 
post-normalcy.3

Alvin W. Gouldner’s 1970 book The Coming Crisis of Western Sociology 
is the central reference point for understanding these contradictions and trans-
formations.4 The publication of Gouldner’s book was the pivotal historical 
moment signifying the end of sociology’s peak of coherence and influence 
(which will be called the sociological moment) and the onset of the fracturing 
of sociology.5 However, the cause of the crisis was not, as Gouldner thought, 
the continued growth in power of the welfare state and its dominance over 
sociology but, rather, the beginning of the demise of the welfare state. This 
should be understood more broadly as the end of the precarious normalcy of 
the period of Fordism-Keynesianism, which lasted only a quarter of a century 
from the end of World War II and was also the period of peak modernity.6 
The origins of post-normal times, which have marked the experience of the 
Covid-19 pandemic, must be sought in the 1970s. It was then that the politi-
cal-economic roots of post-normalcy began to develop.

The fact that sociology entered into crisis in this period was indicative 
of the unity, identified by Gouldner, between the domain assumptions of 
sociology and the solution to the problem of capitalist order represented by 
Fordism-Keynesianism in the postwar period. The fragmentation and theoret-
ical incoherence that marks contemporary academic sociology, manifested in 
the current forms of hyper-normal and (what Stephen P. Turner has termed) 
“post-normal” sociology, reflect the breakdown of the real social conditions 
for bourgeois sociology.7 The social conditions no longer exist for a socio-
logical discipline that provides a coherent account of the social world and that 
can simultaneously accommodate the interests of the capitalist ruling class 
and, therefore, find a niche in the bourgeois university.

The university is bourgeois and reproduces bourgeois ideology because, as 
Ernest Mandel put it, “In the long run the university as an institution remains 
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3Introduction

bound with golden chains to the power of the ruling class.” In terms of the 
ultimate constraints of structural and institutional power, the higher learning 
in America is, just as in the subtitle that Thorstein Veblen ultimately chose 
for his 1918 book, “the conduct of universities by businessmen.”8 Today, that 
control is filtered through a growing and increasingly powerful managerial 
layer of university administration.9

Gouldner regarded sociology as “New Class” ideology, that is, reflecting 
the interests of the intellectuals as a rising class. It is clear, however, that the 
intellectuals who produce sociology are not the same as the intellectuals who 
gave rise to Marxism, and that Gouldner’s critical hope for the intellectuals as a 
progressive, or even revolutionary, class has less salience than his view of soci-
ologists as bureaucratized intellectuals inextricably bound up within the struc-
tures of the welfare state. Academic faculty, in employment relations, lifestyle, 
family relationships, and outlook, and above all in their position within the 
capital-labor contradiction, are socially situated within the broader social stra-
tum that Jeff Schmidt calls salaried professionals, or what Barbara Ehrenreich 
and John Ehrenreich have called the Professional-Managerial Class (PMC).10 
Gouldner’s analysis of sociology as New Class ideology is best understood, 
therefore, in terms of its being the ideological emanation of the PMC. Hence, 
Gouldner says, “Talcott Parsons’ vast oeuvre can best be understood as a 
complex ideology of the New Class, expressed by and through his flattering 
conception of professionalism.”11 Parsonian functionalism reflected the social 
outlook, interests, and aspirations of the PMC. In particular, in its conception 
of professionalism (with which Robert K. Merton’s notion of the normative 
structure of science was closely aligned), it stressed the dimension of autonomy 
in relation to the power of capital. However, as the managerial dimension of 
the PMC would suggest, this autonomy has only ever been relative and, as 
Mandel observes about the university, the PMC is tied to capital by its position 
as employee and by its managerial relationship in employment hierarchies. As 
Catherine Liu has stressed, today the more professionally oriented members 
of the PMC are at a distinct disadvantage in relation to the more managerially 
oriented and this reflects what Mandel called “golden chains.” Liu writes:

PMC centrism is a powerful ideology. Its priorities in research and innovation 
have been shaped more and more by corporate interests and the profit motive, 
while in the humanities and social sciences, scholars are rewarded by private 
foundations for their general disregard for historical knowledge, not to mention 
historical materialism. The rewards for following ruling class directives are just 
too great.12

So, just as it makes sense to speak of the bourgeois university, it makes 
sense to speak of bourgeois sociology, even though this sociology is directly 
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4 Introduction

produced by members of the PMC and most directly reflects the condition 
and dilemmas of the PMC within bourgeois society.13

Sociology, as it is institutionalized today, is bourgeois, because it reifies 
and normalizes what exists.14 In this way, sociology reflects the prevailing 
capitalist social relations, into which sociology is itself integrated by the 
university. This is necessarily true of positivism, since it recognizes no other 
reality than what empirically appears.15 Positivist sociology must necessarily 
mirror bourgeois actuality.

This means that there is critical potential within bourgeois sociology 
because it has the power to expose the actuality of bourgeois society, warts 
and all. To the extent that sociology participates in the broader intellectual 
“culture of careful and critical discourse” which, Gouldner argued, charac-
terized and wove together the New Class, it has the power to do more than 
merely reflect a class worldview.16 Gouldner’s notion of the culture of criti-
cal discourse intersects with, and draws out the more radical potential of, the 
organized skepticism that his mentor, Merton, identified as part of the norma-
tive structure of science.17

At the same time, sociology’s very means of detaching its knowledge 
from particularistic and everyday perspectives, through positivist methodol-
ogy, also prevent sociology from doing other than reflecting the prevailing 
appearances of things. Its anti-septic scientism is also its anodyne middle-
class professional complacency and unseeingness. It is the kind of “know-
ingness” or “well-informed superiority” that keeps reality at bay, of which 
Max Horkheimer wrote, “It is the well-informed, farsighted judgments, the 
prognoses based on statistics and experience, the observations which begin ‘I 
happen to be an expert in this field,’ it is the well-founded conclusive state-
ments which are untrue.”18 Sociology is bound to a bourgeois perspective 
on bourgeois actuality, even while it contains the possibility of exposing the 
falsity of this perspective.

Bourgeois sociology only briefly cohered around a conception of the 
social totality. This was in the paradigmatic form of Parsonian functionalism 
in the first two decades after World War II. Functionalist sociology corre-
sponded to the precarious hegemony of Keynesian social democracy under 
the conditions of the post-war boom. Gouldner summed up the relationship: 
“Academic Sociology flourishes in a period when Keynesian economics 
permit effective intervention with respect to the more traditional economic 
factors.”19 American imperial hegemony and the class compromise enabled 
by the postwar boom allowed the intellectual formulation of forms of uni-
versalistic nationalism.20 The sociological idea of society was a key form 
of universalistic nationalism, to the extent that it reified abstract society as 
nation-state. Sociology rendered the nation as social universe and rendered 
abstract “society,” the social universe, as nation-state.
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The period of sociological coherence was also the height of the broader 
cultural influence of sociology. This was the era in which the bourgeois 
nation-state was engaged in a project of social reform. This created oppor-
tunities but also imposed political limitations.21 Sociology may be under-
stood as the bourgeois science of social reform. Its fate as a discipline and 
intellectual project is inextricably tied to the fate of social reform under 
capitalism.

Gouldner stated the close relationship between sociology as a discipline, 
middle-class social reformism, and the welfare state. Sociology, he clearly 
indicates, emerged as the bourgeoisie became a hegemonic class, freeing 
itself from the domination of the pre-capitalist landed aristocracy or, in the 
case of the post-Civil War US, facing the problem of organizing and integrat-
ing a nation of immigrants in a continent-wide, capitalist society. Gouldner 
writes:

Modern sociology emerged most fully when the middle class was free of the 
threat from the past or where it never regarded it as a threat. It is apparent that 
sociology becomes most fully institutionalized under the sponsorship of a pow-
erful middle class that has freed itself of the hegemony of older elites.

Sociology emerged under conditions of bourgeois hegemony, but crucially 
also, a hegemony immediately challenged by the emergence of the working 
class as a political force. The hegemonic bourgeoisie was haunted by the 
specter of communism. Gouldner observes, “Still, if an industrial society 
were totally secure, if it had no social problems that needed to be understood 
and managed, it would merely appreciate but would not liberally endow a 
sociology.” The welfare state, as the, at least partial, recognition and integra-
tion of the needs of the working class and a stabilizing influence on the class 
tensions of capitalism, was also the crucial institutional basis for state support 
for, and the public voice of, sociology. Goulder writes, “It was the burgeon-
ing of the Welfare State after World War II, with its massive financing and its 
emphasis on a broader social utilitarianism, that provided the most favorable 
context for the institutionalization of sociology.”22

The brief sociological moment after World War II corresponded to the 
height of the project of using the bourgeois nation-state as a vehicle for social 
reform. Significant redistributive social reform, capable of a generalized sta-
bilization of social order, is no longer possible under capitalism. Sociology, 
therefore, has reached its limit as an intellectual project. Universalistic 
nationalism is no longer possible under globalization. It is no longer possible 
to imagine the nation as social universe. But bourgeois class power, expressed 
in imperialism, allows for no higher, more global, social universe to appear 
as such. Yet, that higher social universe is materializing within capitalism.
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6 Introduction

The current period is one in that can be described in Antonio Gramsci’s 
words, “[T]he old is dying and the new cannot be born; in this interregnum, a 
great variety of morbid symptoms appear.”23 The Covid-19 pandemic is a mor-
bid symptom of the contradiction between the material globalization of social 
relations, such that humanity is a single organism on a global scale, and the 
organization of society and protection of collective well-being by the institution 
of the nation-state.24 Social relations today are global in scope, and the human 
species is materially interconnected as a planet-wide social entity.25 However, 
the conscious political organization of social life takes place in the institution 
of the nation-state. The nation-state is increasingly incapable of organizing 
society. Imperialism, the capitalist solution to the contradiction between nation-
state and global economy, threatens a catastrophic world war. Trotsky’s words 
on the brink of World War II have renewed urgency: “The objective prerequi-
sites for the proletarian revolution have not only ‘ripened’; they have begun to 
get somewhat rotten. Without a socialist revolution, in the next historical period 
at that, a catastrophe threatens the whole culture of mankind.”26

Post-normal times are the volatile interregnum that exists as the emergence 
of global humanity is blocked by the contradiction between the forces and 
relations of production within capitalism. Private appropriation prevents 
socialized production from being utilized for the well-being of this human, 
social, global force of production. Competition between nation-states pro-
duces war and continual armaments buildup, while preventing cooperation in 
meeting the problems that face humankind. The class contradiction had, to a 
certain extent, been rendered “latent,” as Jürgen Habermas put it, in the first 
two decades after World War II.27 However, with globalization the contradic-
tion between private appropriation and socialized production has returned 
with a vengeance, sending continual shocks throughout social life.

Sociology is inextricably bound up with the inherently self-contradictory 
project of constructing a bourgeois society. The very notion of bourgeois 
society is self-contradictory because the class power of the bourgeoisie is 
rooted in the anti-social individualist logic of the market. Liberalism, the 
bourgeoisie’s classical and essential legitimizing ideology, emerged from the 
atomized relations of buyers and sellers on the market.28 The contradictory 
anti-social competitive sociality of the market, whereby what brings people 
together is what holds them apart, is reflected in the contradictions of liberal-
ism and of liberal sociology.29 Liberalism, writes Alan Wolfe, “is the philoso-
phy par excellence of the capitalist mode of production.”30 As Christopher 
Caudwell argued, the essential core of bourgeois ideology is the idea of 
the pre-social, unattached, negatively free individual, as expressed in social 
contract theory. Therefore, bourgeois thought has at its core a metaphysical 
conception of individual freedom that is fundamentally anti-social and anti-
sociological. Caudwell writes:
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7Introduction

Yet in bourgeois economy the market is the only way in which human desires 
can appear as active forces realizing themselves, and dictating the machine 
process. Hence human desire appears to the bourgeois as “spontaneous,” that 
is, anarchic and undetermined and certainly not as determined by the machine, 
whose laws (as he thinks) he precisely knows. Hence the subject and object have 
become completely separated.31

Bourgeois thought is essentially anti-sociological in positing the negatively 
free, unattached individual with their spontaneous desires as uncaused cause. 
This metaphysical assumption at the core of bourgeois culture and ideology 
comes into conflict with, and creates contradictions within, all attempts to 
construct a human science or social science and to situate the human being in 
relation to the rest of the material universe studied by science. The assump-
tion lurks behind the “two cultures” problem of the relationship between the 
humanities and the natural sciences in the bourgeois university. It lies behind 
the essential, albeit tension-ridden, position of the social sciences in the 
mediation between dichotomies of nature and spirit, object and subject, and 
free will and determinism.32

The dichotomies that rive the university entail splits between and within 
the social sciences and the humanities. These dichotomies are at the root 
of the conflict-ridden position of sociology. Among the social sciences, 
sociology is the discipline that is concerned with the social in and of itself. 
Therefore, it is the discipline most troubled by the contradictions of the very 
idea of the social with the presuppositions of bourgeois thought. There is no 
way to reconcile the metaphysically free individual human subject with the 
causality of material processes. All bourgeois thought, and its institutionaliza-
tion within the university, is caught on the horns of this dilemma.

This dilemma is not purely intellectual but is a contradiction in the project of 
constructing a bourgeois society, the real purpose that underlies and motivates 
bourgeois sociology as an academic field, its latent function within capitalist 
society. Sociology emerged in the nineteenth century, and was institutional-
ized from the beginning of the twentieth century. Sociology grew out of the 
social, political, and intellectual demands of legitimation that followed from 
the sedimentation of the bourgeoisie as a hegemonic ruling class. Sociology 
offered solutions to the problem that bourgeois liberal ideology faced of shift-
ing from expressing the aspirations of a revolutionary class to the maintenance 
of order as a ruling class. Wolfe writes, “Though it originated in protest, lib-
eralism rapidly became a theory of power.”33 This means being tasked by its 
power with ordering not only particular other people to its benefit but ordering 
order as such: in other words, asserting and establishing hegemony. The rela-
tions of power become more subtle and more diffuse the more this is power 
over social order itself rather than over particular individuals or groups.
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8 Introduction

The development of sociology followed the path of development of the 
capitalist state. The bourgeoisie secured, through (and within the framework 
and boundaries of) the nation-state, power over the entire society (equivalent 
to the area capable of being fused together militarily and through the solidar-
izing force of nationalism). Wolfe explains clearly the process by which the 
bourgeoisie, through the state, turned from eliminating social obstacles to 
laissez-faire to the constructive task of making social order in which laissez-
faire could be sustained. The latter was a task that necessarily involved 
constraining as well enabling the market. Wolfe draws attention to the con-
tradiction between the need of the bourgeois class for the state “to provide the 
necessary materials for the expansion of capital” and the desire for the state 
to “leave the capitalists alone to continue from there.” The bourgeoisie used 
the state “to destroy the feudal structure, which was based on proximity and 
common interest.” The capitalist state produced the conditions for “laissez-
faire” by alienating the population from land and community, producing 
a proletariat. And the bourgeoisie again had to turn to the state in order to 
transform this alienated population into a cohesive society capable of being 
managed and regulated in the interests of capital:

[C]apitalism itself changed the whole nature of the arrangement, because, with 
large scale production, it brought workers together and increasingly provided 
them with a common interest . . . Therefore only an expansion of the alienated 
power of the state can preserve the society.

With large-scale production came the development of the working class 
into a political force, in the labor and socialist movements. Wolfe writes,

Those who wished to . . . preserve capitalism had two choices: they could 
repress workers and radicals once they organized or they could attempt to pro-
vide concessions so that they wouldn’t organize. Either alternative required an 
expansion of the capitalist state.34

Wolfe describes the shift from using state power to create the conditions 
for the market, in the ad hoc way of the nineteenth century, to using state 
power to systematically construct capitalist order.35 This use of the state to 
order order itself corresponded to the development of scientific solutions in 
the form of sociology.

The role of the state in securing order supported what Zygmunt Bauman 
terms the role of the “legislator intellectual” in defining culture. The nation-
state took on the role of what Bauman, following Ernest Gellner, calls a 
“gardener,” responsible for cultivating, or culturing, the nation. The state 
also, through exclusion and social control, trims the weeds. Bauman writes:
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9Introduction

“Wild cultures” . . . reproduce themselves . . . without conscious design, super-
vision, surveillance or special nutrition. “Cultivated” or “garden” cultures, on 
the contrary, can only be sustained by literary and specialized personnel . . . The 
emergence of modernity was . . . a process of transformation of wild cultures 
into garden cultures.36

Therefore, the idea of culture was the basis for the power of intellectuals 
and for state support for their role. It is related to this that Gouldner calls the 
New Class a “new cultural bourgeoisie whose capital is not its money but its 
control over valuable cultures.”37 Culture was the arena and resource of intel-
lectual power and also the value that the intellectuals offered the ruling class. 
Culture was a program for remaking order in the form of the modern nation. 
Hence, Bauman writes, “The intellectual ideology of culture was launched as 
a militant, uncompromising and self-confident manifesto of universally bind-
ing principles of social organisation and individual conduct.”38

The gardening role of the nation-state was the construction of hegemony. 
Hegemony is power universalized. Hegemony is power as order. This is 
in the sense of Stephen Lukes’s third dimension of power, whereby power 
shapes not only the action, and not only sets the agenda in terms of limiting 
the available choices, but also makes even the thought of certain choices 
impossible.39 In other words, hegemony is a condition in which the ruling 
class is able to affect and, to a greater or lesser extent, determine not only 
what gets done, and not only what gets talked about doing, but also what 
gets thought about doing. Hegemony is power over what it is possible to 
think. “The foundation of a ruling class,” writes Gramsci, “is equivalent to 
the creation of a Weltanschauung [worldview].”40 Hegemony is power over 
consciousness. It is also, it must be remembered, power over what is done. 
These things go together. Quintin Hoare and Geoffrey Nowell-Smith write,

The fact that, more than any other great revolutionary Marxist thinker, [Gramsci] 
concerned himself with the sphere of “civil society” and of “hegemony” . . . can-
not be taken to indicate a neglect of the moment of political society, of force, 
of domination.41

In order to exist as a ruling class, it must be possible to exert power not 
only by force but also by voice, by command. And that command is most 
efficient when it is done by other people, who give commands to others. And 
commands are most powerful when they are internalized, when they become 
the individual commanding this to themselves. Commands are most power-
ful when they become command. In other words, commands can become 
detached from the original commander, when they become passed along so 
far that the original commander is forgotten and the command is no longer 
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associated with that person. And it is possible for commands to be made on 
behalf of a person, without the awareness of, or reference to, that original 
person. There can be commands on behalf of the commander that are not at 
any point issued by the commander. Commands may be highly mediated by 
chains of individuals such that the command does not appear to be on behalf 
of anyone and does not even appear to be a command and the commander 
does not know that they are issuing a command or that it is being issued 
on their behalf. Hegemony has been achieved when such secondary, or de-
personalized, commands are accepted as readily or even more readily than 
commands from the original commander (the charismatic individual or group 
charismatic ruling clique, status group, class).

It is through the institutional and ideological mediation of command that 
power becomes hegemony. Mediation is particularly important for bourgeois 
rule because of the separation and protection from direct violence of a distinct 
economic sphere under capitalism, and therefore the institutionalized separa-
tion of economy from polity. In his study of Gouldner’s work, James J. Chriss 
writes, “As the economic class loses direct control of the coercive power of 
the polity, which is now in the hands of a new stratum, the political class, they 
must attempt to exert their influence through more indirect means.” Hence, 
as Chriss writes, “This special kind of ruling class, unique to late capitalism, 
is what Gramsci termed a hegemonic class.”42 As power extends in space and 
time, it becomes the abstract framework of what is right. This is expressed in 
laws of the state. It is also expressed in a variety of formal institutionalized 
rules.

The formal mediation of commands is done in modern societies by bureau-
cracies.43 And there is also informal mediation of commands, through ideol-
ogy and culture, and internalized attitudes and habitual practices. Hegemony 
is expressed in what is taken for granted as the very difference between right 
and wrong, and therefore not questioned. This is the background and fabric 
of social life itself. So class hegemony consists of the commands of that class 
becoming taken for granted as the way of social life. Hegemony is the mak-
ing of social order. The project of stabilizing bourgeois rule by embedding it 
in life as the social order is also the process of the societalization of capital, 
in the sense of making a capitalist everyday life or what Antonio Negri calls 
“the social factory.”44

Hegemony is legitimacy in the sense used by criminologist Gary LaFree: 
“legitimacy refers to the ease or difficulty with which institutions are able 
to get societal members to follow . . . rules, laws, and norms.” Institutions 
channel behavior into “preestablished ‘grooves’,” as Peter Berger put it.45 
Therefore, bourgeois hegemony may be regarded as the condition in which 
the grooves of everyday life are carved in such a way as to reproduce the 
interests of the dominant class.
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Sociology, as the bourgeois science of society, is the science of bourgeois 
hegemony. It is the science of the reconstruction of society under capitalist 
conditions and, therefore, within the parameters of bourgeois rule. However, 
sociology is not merely bourgeois, but scientific, and participates in what 
Gouldner calls “the culture of critical discourse.”46 It is a completely disen-
chanted look at the world as profane. Sociology is a perception that banishes 
the sacred from shared life and leaves only disenchanted everyday life. It, 
further, exposes the precariousness of that everyday life, as ethnomethod-
ological accomplishment.47 Ethnomethodology is profoundly realist in that 
it is an exposure of the unreality, in the sense of artificiality, of the socially 
constructed Umwelt.48

Sociology conspires with the natural attitude in constructing and maintain-
ing a reified Umwelt.49 However, sociology also fundamentally undermines 
that reified world image simply by calling attention to it as such. Sociology 
is an expression of the culture of critical discourse as a disenchantment of the 
social. Gouldner argues that the essential task of sociology

is to exhibit the ordinary group’s everyday life [EDL]. In other words, sociol-
ogy’s distinct function is to liberate EDL from the neglect that is the fate of the 
commonplace. Which is to say, its task is to focalize the seen-but-unnoticed. 
Sociology’s task, then, is to transform the common perspective on the common 
and, as a special case, to heighten the stable accessibility of the common: to 
make it visible. Sociology’s task is thus to liberate subjugated reality, to eman-
cipate underprivileged reality.50

Thus, Gouldner argues that sociology’s task is not so much to discover real-
ity as to recover everyday reality, in other words to go about “the display 
of the already known.” This means to display what is known, but hitherto 
“known” only in the sense of “seen-but-unnoticed.”51 As such, sociology is 
in constant tension between its scientific desire to see beyond or differently 
from an everyday “folk” perspective and its own reifying practices that create 
its own specialized professional folk perspective.52 This, in turn, cannot help 
but replicate the contours of the everyday natural attitude.

Gouldner argues that sociology’s role in buttressing the ontological 
stability of twentieth-century capitalist normality consisted precisely in 
excluding what the stability of this normality required be excluded and 
repressed:

This has one small merit as characterization of normal, academic sociology: it 
helps explain how it is possible to have a “science of man” that lived through 
continual catastrophes and people-devouring wars without speaking of war, of 
imperialism, of conflicts, tensions, poverty, of racism, of sexism, of hunger, of 
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false promises, viciousness, and envy. These, after all, are scarcely the furnish-
ings of a homey world.53

The worlds made in the American Journal of Sociology and American 
Sociological Review are sanitized of that which would trouble the reality of 
society as sociology conceives it and seeks to make it.

Ted R. Vaughan argues that Gouldner overlooked a crucial development in 
sociology, already taking place when The Coming Crisis was written, which 
was the emphasis on technique as being the key to science. The commit-
ment “to uncovering natural and universal invariant relationships through an 
emphasis on quantitative techniques and procedures” became the prevailing 
“methodological hegemony,” replacing Parsonian structural-functionalism as 
the defining center of the “mainstream” of the discipline in the United States.54 
No substantive theoretical consensus replaced functionalism, only a stringent 
policing of a methodological definition of the discipline in which quantitative 
methods would be maintained as the core through what Turner calls “cartel” 
control of the journals and the job market.55 Vaughan develops Gouldner’s 
argument into a critique of this methodological hegemony precisely for the 
way in which it blocks reflexivity. He writes that “the current methodological 
procedures are self-serving. They protect sociologists from having to confront 
the issues associated with the social conditions of their own activities.”56 The 
procedures allow sociologists to accommodate themselves to what exists, espe-
cially the agendas of the existent funding agencies, through which the boundar-
ies of legitimacy imposed by capital and the state are channeled. Sociology is 
an intellectual extension of the nation-state, engaged in legitimizing the nation-
state and urging and guiding the state in its role as “gardener” of modern soci-
ety. Sociology must affirm the legitimacy of what exists and thereby participate 
in de-problematizing, regularizing, and stabilizing what exists.

The stable order, of which sociology is the science, is normalcy. Notions of 
the normal human being and of normality as a condition of social life histori-
cally map onto the development of modern medicine, psychiatry, statistics, 
the human and social sciences, and the increasing regulation of the market 
and administration of social life by the state.57 Lennard Davis notes the rela-
tionship between the idea of the normal and modernity:

[T]he constellation of words describing this concept “normal,” “normalcy,” 
“normality,” “norm,” “average,” “abnormal”—all entered the European lan-
guages rather late in human history. The word “normal” as “constituting, 
conforming to, not deviating or differing from, the common type or standard, 
regular, usual” only enters the English language around 1840 . . . Likewise, the 
word “norm,” in the modern sense, has only been in use since around 1855, and 
“normality” and “normalcy” appeared in 1849 and 1857 respectively.58
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It is bound up with the processes of regulation, administration, control, and 
sequestration that give rise to a specifically modern everyday life. Davis says 
that “the very term that permeates our contemporary life—the normal—is 
a configuration that arises in a particular historical moment. It is part of a 
notion of progress, of industrialization, and of ideological consolidation of 
the bourgeoisie.”59

The notion of normal, especially as constructed through the statistical 
principle of the normal curve of distribution, situates and measures the indi-
vidual by reference to a population. The ideal became redefined in relation 
to the “general population” as peoples were being carved out according to 
the principle of nationalism.60 Davis discusses how the eugenics movement’s 
definitions of deviance versus normality emphasized national fitness. “[T]he 
eugenic notion,” he writes, was “that individual variation would accumulate 
into a composite national identity.”61 George Mosse has shown the relation-
ship between nationalism and the control of sexuality as the idea of middle-
class respectability took hold with the rise of capitalism and the hegemony of 
the bourgeoisie. He writes:

Respectability and nationalism established themselves in the late eighteenth 
and early nineteenth centuries at the identical time when bourgeois society was 
taking hold . . . Respectability was thought essential for the maintenance of an 
ordered society. The bourgeoisie had created the age of commerce and industry 
and it feared what it had created . . . Industrialization was accompanied not only 
by the pastoral, . . . but also by a nostalgia for an intimate society that could sus-
tain a manageable world. . . . Respectability met this need for order and security 
in an ever more disordered world. It provided the middle classes with a solid 
base from which to make the leap, not into moral purification—this they now 
possessed—but into the not-so-clean world of debit and credit.

Nationalism claimed to be unchanging and eternal, and through this claim 
gave to the middle-class way of life an appearance of immutability.62

Julian B. Carter argues that in the United States, between 1890 and 1940, the 
conception of normality that developed was in the racial image of “white,” 
and “whiteness” was closely linked, in this cultural imagery, with heterosexu-
ality and the nuclear family.63

Nationalism (with its corollary forms of racism and xenophobia), defines 
the boundaries of values and the context for their application. It defines “we” 
who hold these values and to whom these values apply. The construction 
of insiders is the construction of outsiders, who are not regarded as sharing 
our values and who do not deserve to benefit from our values—for example, 
the “enemy combatants” the Bush administration defined as outside the 
scope of the Geneva Convention. Chris Hedges quotes the Yugoslav writer 
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Danile Kis’s argument that “The nationalist is by definition an ignoramus,” 
since nationalism is (in modern societies) the most simple, uncritical way of 
defining “us” versus “them” and constructing ontological security within the 
boundaries of “us”:

Nationalism is the line of least resistance, the easy way. The nationalist is 
untroubled, he knows or thinks he knows what his values are, his, that’s to say 
national, that’s to say the values of the nations he belongs to, ethical and politi-
cal; he is not interested in others, they are of no concern of his, hell—it’s other 
people (other nations, another tribe).64

The nation-state is a set of institutions which is itself embedded within a 
broader arrangement of cultural meanings that the institutions of the nation-
state themselves go about shaping. So nationalism as ideology is actively 
involved in making the nation-state.

The nation-state is the container of what is normal. Normality emerged 
between the 1840s and 1860s, the period in which the bourgeoisie was estab-
lishing itself as the hegemonic class and the relations of society as bourgeois 
relations. This was the period of the 1848 Revolutions and the American Civil 
War. Normalcy arose with, and is equivalent to, bourgeois society. During 
the first two decades after World War II, affluence and consumer culture 
(especially American, as other advanced countries were still recovering from 
the war) contributed to period of maximal concern with normalcy. This was 
also the peak of the cultural significance of sociology, in the sense in which 
sociology meshed with the ruling ideological assumptions embedded in the 
political economy of Fordism and Keynesianism.65 The forces of industrial 
Fordism supported the homogenizing, within its geographic boundaries, of 
citizens in the nation-state.66

With the transformation from citizenship to consumerism as the primary 
form in relation to which self-identity is shaped, the emphasis on homog-
enization gave way to an emphasis on differentiation of self from the mass, 
through conspicuous consumption. Globalized consumption creates new cos-
mopolitan identities not anchored in the nation-state. At the same time, global 
media culture, carrying consumerist cultural cosmopolitanism, relativizes 
national identities and values, exacerbating the de-traditionalizing force of 
modernity.67 The disruption of ontological security by relativizing of values 
goes along with the way in which the global market creates new insecurity, 
temporariness, and mobility.

In the period of neoliberal globalization, what Henri Lefebvre called “the 
bureaucratic society of controlled consumption” gives way to more chaotic, 
uncontrolled and vicious competition in the face of the ever-present threat of 
being removed from the ranks of consumer into the faceless human “waste” 
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that, as Bauman argues, globalized capitalism continually creates and casts 
aside.68 Saskia Sassen contrasts the logic of mass consumerism with that of 
financialization. Finance, she writes

is a radically different organizing logic from that of, for instance, the typical 
mass consumer oriented corporation. The latter needs and thrives on households 
doing well, and on the sons and daughters doing better than their parents, on 
governments supporting households via health subsidies so they can use private 
hospitals and buy prescribed medications, and so on. Finance, like mining, 
wants to extract value it can immediately put to work (that is, financialize) for 
specific aims, and once it has executed that operation, it leaves behind destruc-
tion and moves on to the next target.69

There is a dialectical quality to globalization between the local and the cos-
mopolitan because, in the face of the undermining of sources of ontological 
security, people turn with increased desperation and intensity to reassur-
ing symbols and structures.70 Nationalism takes on renewed virulence in 
the phase of the decline of the nation-state in relation to the power of the 
global economy. As Sassen writes, global capital “markets can now exercise 
the accountability functions formally associated with citizenship in liberal 
democracies: they can vote governments’ economic policies out or in; they 
can force governments to take certain measures and not others.”71 Hence, 
today’s nationalism is, Étienne Balibar observes, “an ‘anachronistic’ nation-
alism that it is tempting to call ‘postnational nationalism’ because it comes 
after all possibility of creating or re-creating autonomous nation-states has 
disappeared.”72 Lauren Langman and George Lundskow argue that, as the 
resulting legitimation crisis of the nation-state “worsens, and aggression 
increases, a culture and social character of destructive nihilism also increases 
correspondingly—a desperate effort to preserve the ‘pure’ communities, val-
ues, and authoritarian social characters of yesterday.”73

As national sovereignty wanes, and virulent nationalism surges in 
response, the nation-state system is increasingly an obstacle to securing the 
future of humanity. The Covid-19 pandemic, which suspended everyday life, 
is one symptom of what authors such as Sivlio Funtowicz, Jerry Ravetz, and 
Ziauddin Sardar, coalescing around the journal Futures, are calling “post-
normal times,” characterized by growing uncertainty, unpredictability, and 
complexity arising at a fundamental level from globalization and the global 
transformations of the relationships between human society and the rest of 
nature.74 It will be argued in the following chapters that the disruptions and 
insecurities of post-normal times arise from the contradiction between nation-
state and global economy. This contradiction prevents a rational solution to 
any major societal problems.
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The post-normal condition is bound up with the crisis of the gardening role 
of the nation-state and its mediating institutions. This has profound implica-
tions for universities and for sociology as an academic discipline. Sociology 
as a discipline has been oriented to the project of constructing normalcy in 
the form of a stable bourgeois society, within the boundaries and through the 
institutions of the nation-state. This reformist project of mediation is no lon-
ger viable. The demise of the gardening role of the nation-state has radically 
undermined the intellectual role of the sociologist.
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THE DECLINE OF AMERICAN IMPERIALISM 
AND THE END OF NORMAL

The year 2020 was characterized by the longing for a return to “normal.” The 
promise of a return to normal has been, arguably, the one aspiration shared 
nationally, and even globally, amid the suspension of the regular routines of 
everyday life by the global Covid-19 pandemic. For many Americans, espe-
cially the politically liberal, the fear and mourning induced by the pandemic 
was experienced as overlaid on a prior suspension of the normal. This was 
the electoral victory of Donald J. Trump in 2016, which confounded opinion 
polls and induced shock and disorientation among those expecting a smooth 
transition, within the framework of the Democratic Party’s culturally liberal 
neoliberalism, from President Barack Obama to his secretary of state, the for-
mer First Lady Hillary Clinton. Yet, Trump’s appeal for his supporters also 
derived from an idea of the return to normal, the greatness of America being 
how things were and how things naturally ought to be. Trump would be a dis-
rupter who would “drain the swamp” of corrupt Washington politics, but his 
supporters understood that he would do so in order to overcome the pathol-
ogy of “this American carnage” and restore American prosperity and power. 
In that sense, Trump would restore the lost normalcy of how things were 
before liberals undermined the certainties of racial hierarchy and masculine 
authority, the jobs were sent to China, crime overran the cities and reached 
the suburbs, and a “foreign-born” black president occupied the White House.

In 2016, Clinton ran on continuity with the neoliberal economic policies 
of the Obama administration, the identity politics appeal of the first female 
president, and the projection of military power. America, she asserted, “is 
already great.” Trump, in contrast, was the charismatic agent of change, 

Chapter 1

Hypernormalization in 
Post-Normal Times
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declaring war on the regulatory bureaucracy of what his adviser and ideo-
logue Steve Bannon called “the administrative state.” In 2020, Trump as 
incumbent shifted to a rhetoric of continuity, claiming success in reviving the 
economy and fulfilling campaign promises such as a hard line against immi-
gration. While continuing to use the slogan “Make America Great Again,” 
Trump also asserted “Promises Made, Promises Kept.” The Democratic Party 
establishment undermined, as it had in 2016, the social democratic candidacy 
of Bernie Sanders.1 So, with Joseph Biden as their candidate, the Democrats 
also put forward a message of continuity, with the supposed normalcy of the 
pre-Trump era. Biden notoriously reassured a group of Wall Street execu-
tives that “nothing would fundamentally change” under his administration.2 
Portraying Trump as an aberration and highlighting the administration’s 
chaotic response to the pandemic, Biden promised to “Build Back Better.” 
Biden offered a steady, experienced hand and the protection of the legacy of 
the Obama administration. As the New York Times put it, “Joseph R. Biden Jr. 
never wavered from his central message: that President Trump was a danger 
to American democracy, while he was a stable, experienced leader.”3

For Democrats, then, both senses of the return to normal—the chaos of the 
pandemic and the anti-democratic charismatic capriciousness of the Trump 
presidency—were interconnected. The very lack of charisma of the man 
Trump dubbed “Sleepy Joe” was itself his selling point. Even while align-
ing himself with the so-called racial reckoning called for by the Black Lives 
Matter protests of the summer of 2020, Biden did so in terms of healing and 
reconciliation. This aligned with Biden’s political rhetoric of unity, consen-
sus, and bipartisanship. Biden appealed to a unified stance by the ruling class 
in tamping down social tensions inflamed by Trump. Biden was the candidate 
for “cooling the mark out.”4

When Biden announced his candidacy in May 2019, the journalist Ezra 
Klein observed that “What Biden is promising is a return to normalcy.” Klein 
noted the parallel between Biden’s rhetoric and that a hundred years earlier 
of Warren G. Harding in the 1920 presidential election. Harding coined 
the political language of “normalcy.” Normalcy for Harding meant putting 
“America First” in the sense of replacing Wilsonian internationalist ideal-
ism with pragmatic domestic concerns. This resonated against the economic 
problems of postwar inflation and social turmoil including the race riots of 
1919, a wave of strikes, and the Red Scare of that year. Harding cut a figure, 
as described in The Nation, as “A colorless and platitudinous, uninspired and 
uninspiring nobody.”5 In the speech for the Nation’s Forum, for which he is 
most remembered, Harding promised a politics of “tranquility” and resump-
tion of “the normal forward stride” of America after what he called “the mad-
ness of war and the wildness of its aftermath.” He pronounced, “America’s 
present need is not heroics, but healing; not nostrums, but normalcy; not 
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revolution, but restoration; not agitation, but adjustment; not surgery, but 
serenity; not the dramatic, but the dispassionate; not experiment, but equi-
poise.”6 The word “normalcy” was not in wide currency before Harding’s 
usage and it was mockingly said that he had created the variation on the 
more common “normality.” The latter term itself is somewhat modern, its 
current meaning dating only from the mid-nineteenth century, prior to which 
“normal” was a geometrical term, connoting a right angle. The emergence 
of the terms “normality” and “normalcy” in their modern usage reflected the 
particular form of social order established and regulated within the capitalist 
nation-state, a form that is now in crisis and decline.

The crucial difference between Harding’s return to normalcy and that 
of Biden is that the context of the former was the emergence of the United 
States of America as the leading imperialist power at the end of World 
War I.7 This was itself based on the superiority of the productivity of labor 
achieved by American capitalism, in particular the new methods of Taylorist 
work discipline and managerial control and Fordist use of the assembly line 
and interchangeable parts, techniques pioneered in the United States. These 
new techniques and the increase in output, the mass production, that they 
made possible, required for their successful implementation new solutions 
to the problems of manufacturing consent both in the workplace and in the 
broader society.8 They created new tensions and called for new solutions to 
the problem of securing a capitalist social order that could absorb this scale 
of production, solutions that were not possible in the 1920s.

The problem of social order as a problem within the nation-state was inher-
ently bound up with the international situation. The United States’s fate was 
to emerge as the leading imperialist power in the period after 1917, when the 
Russian Revolution had fundamentally called the future of capitalism into 
question and the working class emerged decisively as its own political force 
in world history.9 The bourgeois normalcy proclaimed by Harding was, from 
that very point on, a precariously maintained normalcy. The descent of the 
bourgeois nation-states into a hellish maelstrom in World War I itself could 
not be forgotten as a reminder of the inherent precariousness of the social 
order achieved by the bourgeoisie within the framework of nation-states.

Harding’s victory ushered in the conservatism, corruption, and economic 
boom of the 1920s. Jane Addams lamented the end of the progressive upsurge 
of the beginning of the century, saying that the 1920s were “a period of politi-
cal and social sag.”10 It was a precarious normalcy, marked at the beginning 
by war and revolution and at the end by the Wall Street crash and the greatest 
economic collapse in the history of capitalism. It was a normalcy followed 
by another even more gigantic and terrible descent into imperialist mass vio-
lence as the advances in science and the productive forces were transformed 
into even more destructive weapons. Yet, this descent into chaos created the 
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conditions for the solution that was lacking in the 1920s, but took the form 
of the Bretton Woods agreement and the decisive assertion of US hegemony 
over its decimated imperialist rivals as the world emerged from World War II.

It was the two decades after the end of World War II that established the 
model of the affluent consumer society as “normal.” As James K. Galbraith 
argues, this was bound up with the idea that economic growth was “not only 
desirable but also normal, perpetual, and expected.”11 In the period between 
1945 and 1970, capitalism appeared to have overcome its contradictions 
and established a stable capitalist everyday life capable of absorbing mass 
production.12 This was the height of structural-functionalism in sociology. 
Gouldner argues that Parsons’s sociological outlook was shaped by, and 
expressed, the twin normalcies of the 1920s and 1950s:

Some of the most fundamental aspects of Parsons’ personal reality had been 
shaped by the economic prosperity of the 1920s, during which time his own per-
sonal prospects and position coincided with the general success of the American 
economy . . . For Parsons, then, the Great Depression was an interlude between 
the prosperity of the 1920s and the later American triumph in World War II 
and postwar affluence. Linked to the experiences of a powerful and successful 
middle class, Parsons’ optimism was the optimism of those for whom success, 
of and in the system, was the fundamental personal reality and for whom its 
failure was an aberration not quite personally real.13

The coming apart of this “powerful and successful middle class,” and indeed 
the disintegration of the category in which this seemingly classless unity 
could be constructed, was a key dimension of the unraveling of this postwar 
Keynesian-Fordist hegemony.

It is the decline of the world position of US imperialism that was expressed 
in the events of January 6, 2021, when the Capitol was stormed by petit-
bourgeois fascist Trump supporters. This was a desperate bid to stage a coup 
by stopping the certification of Biden’s election victory and so, they hoped, 
allowing Trump to remain in power. The events of January 6 represent the 
domestic crisis of the American nation-state which is also in crisis in its 
foreign relations, and these are interconnected.14 The military rampage that 
the United States has been on in the Middle East for the last thirty years, and 
what Max Blumenthal calls the “tidal wave of nationalist propaganda” that 
followed 9/11, has done a great deal to create an atmosphere of fascism in the 
national culture and to produce cadres of authoritarians, trained in arms: the 
American Freikorps.15 The culture of militaristic nationalism of the American 
right wing reflects the strategy of American imperialism, to use military 
power to overcome the consequences of its relative economic decline, an 
impossible feat.16 This is reflected in the magical use of nationalism by a 
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lumpen American petit-bourgeoisie to compensate for, and restore, their lost 
ontological security.

The increasing role of violence in American politics was evidenced by 
the January 6 attack on the Capitol and by the rise of right-wing militias that 
have developed since the end of the Vietnam War.17 These have now moved 
from the fringe to integration with the, now openly fascist, Republican Party. 
The role of violence is exemplified by militarized, highly repressive polic-
ing of protest and the routine murderousness of the police. The increasing 
prominence of violence for political power was also displayed by Trump the 
previous year, when Secret Service and federal Park Police brutally cleared 
Black Lives Matter demonstrators from Lafayette Square, opposite the White 
House, in order to give Trump a Bible-toting photo opportunity in front of 
nearby St. John’s Church. As tear gas and flash-bang grenades were deployed 
against protesters, Trump emerged into the White House’s Rose Garden, 
declaring “I am your president of law and order.” Seeming to be preparing 
martial law, he added, “If a city or state refuses to take the actions that are 
necessary to defend the life and property of their residents, then I will deploy 
the United States military and quickly solve the problem for them . . . As we 
speak, I am dispatching thousands and thousands of heavily armed soldiers, 
military personnel and law enforcement officers to stop the rioting.”18

What is indicated by this integration of American politics and violence 
is the advanced stage of the process that Wolfe identified in his 1977 book 
Limits of Legitimacy, as being that “the dominant forces within late capital-
ism are losing their ability to rule. Thus ‘rule by force’ is a contradiction in 
terms. Authoritarian solutions are an expression of the inability to rule.” The 
turn by the ruling class to authoritarianism evidences its

bankruptcy and impotence, not hardheaded realism; political extremism, not 
moderation and civility. Those who seek to replace liberal democracy by some 
sort of authoritarian structure are engaged, not so much in a strategy for the rul-
ing class, as in voicing the decline of the ruling class.19

Biden’s “Nothing will fundamentally change” administration does not 
offer any way out of the crisis of American imperialism and the long-term 
hollowing out of American democracy (in which the January 6 events repre-
sent a qualitative turning point in the loss of stability and legitimacy from the 
US governing institutions). Like Harding a hundred years earlier, Biden ran 
on a return to normalcy. While Biden’s administration has even less chance 
than Harding’s short-lived presidency of achieving “normalcy,” there may 
prove to be parallels in corrupt corporatism. The age of social reform within 
capitalism ended with the failure of Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society, and 
European social democracy ran out of steam in the 1970s. Gary Teeple writes,
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Social democracy as we have known it has no future, because the conditions that 
gave rise to it are being transformed and because its policies and programs—the 
reforms of the nation-state era—were nothing more than what these conditions 
allowed or even demanded.20

There has not been a single significant economically redistributive social 
reform since then (Obamacare included) and there cannot be under condi-
tions of declining US imperialism and a global capitalist system in structural 
decline facing mounting insoluble contradictions.21 The 2008 financial crisis 
and “great recession” did not usher in new period of reform. Bastiaan van 
Apeldoorn, Naná de Graaff and Henk Overbeek write,

The enormous sums of public money being poured into the global economy to 
sustain demand . . . in 2008-2009 did not, we now know, announce a full-scale 
return to Keynesian demand management. Rather, they turned out to be an 
emergency measure soon to be replaced by a renewed and indeed even deeper 
neoliberal offensive of austerity and retrenchment.22

Biden’s promise of normalcy is an example of what Adam Curtis calls 
“hypernormalization,” under technocratic neoliberalism. He adopts the term 
from Alexei Yurchak’s study of the last two decades of the Soviet Union: 
Everything Was Forever Until It Was No More. Curtis’s documentaries, 
including his 2016 HyperNormalisation, expose the fantasy that global capi-
talism can be managed and sustained, by contrasting neoliberal nostrums with 
images of mounting global chaos.23 Hypernormalization may be understood 
in terms of Erving Goffman’s observation that one response to the disrup-
tion of everyday routines and expectations, and the sense of danger that such 
disruption carries with it, is to deny that the rules, routines, and modes of 
behavior of normalcy have ceased to apply. Hence, in elucidating Goffman’s 
account, Barbara Misztal writes,

When Umwelt (the region of potential or real sources of alarm) suddenly 
ceases to maintain normal appearances we search for signs of danger, while 
concealing our suspicions by acting “normally,” and subsequently we try to 
revert a disturbing event to the normal . . . As people employ various cre-
ative accounts to render abnormalities unalarming, normal appearances can 
be faked. In such a case, normal appearances become a normalcy show, [as 
Goffman wrote] “a show in which all participants have the task of acting 
unfurtively.”24

Hypernormalization as “a normalcy show” can be understood as an actively 
(though not necessarily consciously) defensive normalization.
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As Anthony Giddens has argued, in de-traditionalized modern societ-
ies, everyday life is rendered banal as the administrative and technological 
mechanisms of modernity, and the rise of positivistic thought, suppress exis-
tential dilemmas at the heart of the human condition. The banal routines of 
everyday life themselves become the major support of individuals’ ontologi-
cal security, or protection against dread and chaos. Ontological security (a 
term Giddens derives from R. D. Laing) is the ability to take for granted the 
continuity of self and world, and therefore to have stable expectations of the 
natural world, the technological infrastructure that we routinely use, and other 
people and their actions and meanings.25 Giddens writes that

ontological security . . . refers to the confidence that most human beings have 
in the continuity of their self-identity and in the constancy of the surrounding 
social and material environments of action. A sense of the reliability of persons 
and things, so central to the notion of trust, is basic to feelings of ontological 
security.26

It is, fundamentally, security in the knowledge that tomorrow will be 
another day, much like today. Harry Collins writes, “Mostly we have to rely 
on the normal being normal—we have to rely on the reliability and continu-
ity of social life. Of course, all bets are off in times of war and revolution.”27

As Lefebvre emphasized, modern everyday life is shaped by mass con-
sumerism in “the bureaucratic society of controlled consumption.” This sheds 
light on the context of Harding’s phrase: this was the period in which the 
mass production technologies of the assembly line and the automobile were 
creating a new way of life, which Gramsci called “Fordism.” This came to 
fruition, however, only after World War II in the “affluent society” of the 
postwar boom.28 During this period, the working class was integrated into 
American capitalism within a Keynesian strategy of economic growth, with 
bureaucratic collective bargaining and wage increases tied to productivity 
growth, within the special conditions of US economic hegemony in the wake 
of World War II, with competitor capitalist nations recovering from the dev-
astation of war.

Fordism-Keynesianism, as the combination of mechanization with mass 
consumption and the broader institutional apparatus of the welfare state 
replaced working-class culture based on surviving vestiges of preindustrial 
forms of community with a social democratic solidarity project reconstitut-
ing solidarity at the level of the nation-state as welfare state.29 In this way, 
working-class solidarities and collective aspirations were co-opted by the 
nation-state through the construction of the welfare state. Social democracy 
thereby strengthened nation-state institutions and supported nationalism. In 
the United States, social democratic concessions to the working class in the 
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form of welfare were limited in comparison with European nation-states, but 
for the integrated section of the working class this was compensated for by 
rising wages. Wolfe writes,

The principle of using the power of the government to preserve the capitalist 
order solidified during the Wilson years and became a way of life under the 
New Deal. The same process occurs in Europe; in fact, by 1960 European wel-
fare states are much more advanced in the breadth of their functions than the 
American. Capitalism . . . changed again and with it its state.30

Social democracy (and the US post-New Deal variant) was an essentially 
national project, but locked into a contradictory dependence on, and, there-
fore, integration with, global imperialism under US power. The Bretton 
Woods Conference of 1944 created an apparatus of fixed exchange rates 
tied to the dollar and stabilized by the transferability of the dollar into gold, 
and created organizational legacies of the General Agreement on Tariffs 
and Trade (GATT), the International Monetary Fund (IMF), and the World 
Bank. The peak of social democracy was under the umbrella of the institu-
tional infrastructure of globalization. The contradiction between this overall 
framework of the organization of a global “free-trade” economy and the 
nevertheless primarily national character of economies in the postwar period 
prior to the 1970s was manageable only under the highly artificial and neces-
sarily temporary conditions of postwar reconstruction in the wake of World 
War II. The fact that World War II left a single capitalist power, the United 
States, with such unrivalled superiority allowed for a temporary suppression 
of the contradiction between global economy and the nation-state through the 
imperialist logic of the domination of the world economy by a single national 
power.

However, the global economic dominance of the United States was under-
mined by the very logic of Bretton Woods and of the postwar reconstruction 
achieved through the Marshall Plan. The growth of international competition, 
as Germany and Japan reemerged as major manufacturing forces contribut-
ing to the global economy, was by the end of the 1960s eroding the US’s 
economic hegemony and squeezing profit rates. The growth of imports was 
undermining the US balance of payments creating downward pressure on the 
value of the dollar.31

The Bretton Woods project of creating a capitalist global market, resting 
on a foundation of US dominance, was undermined by its own success, the 
global economy undermining the conditions for US hegemony. The turning 
point was the act by President Nixon, on August 15, 1971, of reneging on 
the dollar’s exchangeability for gold and floating the dollar on international 
exchange rates, an event known as the “Nixon shock.”32 This marked the 
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essential end of Bretton Woods and the opening of the era of globalization of 
production. It marked the beginning of the end of US economic hegemony.33

US imperialism was in the inherently contradictory position that it took its 
place as the world power in the period in which the contradictions of capital-
ism as a system encompassing the globe were producing increasingly devas-
tating wars between states. The character of the United States as a “garrison 
state,” and the growing power of the military-industrial complex, are expres-
sions of the coincidence of US hegemony with the mounting contradictions 
of global capitalism that were manifesting themselves in war.34

Dan Glazebrook describes US strategy in the Middle East today as “divide 
and ruin”:

This is the natural result of Empire’s declining economic influence. It cannot 
compete with the very generous terms of trade offered by China, and is thus at 
risk of losing all its contracts in the third world. For Western imperialism, today 
more than ever, strong independent third-world states are seen as a dangerous 
threat, because all are viewed as potential economic partners of China.

Of course, during the Cold War, this was also true—every independent third 
world state was a potential Soviet ally. But at least anti-communist strongmen 
could be relied on to pick the U.S. as a partner rather than the USSR. The U.S. 
could ultimately “outbid” its Soviet rivals for the allegiance of third world 
states. This is what has changed. Backing the U.S. and the West is increasingly 
a game of diminishing returns.

The West realizes this, and understanding that any genuinely strong state is 
unlikely to do its bidding anymore, prefers to see such states destroyed. It is 
only in this context that we can understand the apparently ludicrous policies 
pursued by the West across the Middle East . . . These policies are not designed 
to produce stable, compliant states, as in the past, because the West has realised 
that in its crisis phase such things are no longer possible. They are designed to 
produce weak, divided “failed states,” unable to become regional powers in their 
own right, and unable to become powerful allies of China or anyone else. Thus, 
the much-criticised “failure to plan” in Iraq, was a plan in itself.35

Glazebrook points out that the big business of private security directly ben-
efits from this violent chaos, as do arms manufacturers and infrastructure 
firms brought in to rebuild what is destroyed (though the rebuilding is less 
important than being funneled government money and minimal restoration 
takes place). War is, as Julian Assange put it in interview with John Pilger, 
a means of laundering money offshore, similar to tax havens of the kind 
exposed by the Panama Papers.36 The proceeds of the legalized looting of 
the American state’s coffers by private corporations are laundered via these 
contracts. Glazebrook contrasts this policy of destruction and chaos with the 
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Cold War policy of “installing ‘complaint dictatorships’ ” such as those of 
the Shah in Iran, Mobutu in the Congo, Suharto in Indonesia, and Pinochet 
in Chile.

However, there is more continuity with the Cold War than Glazebrook 
implies and the point of intersection was President Carter and Zbigniew 
Brzezinski’s Afghanistan policy. To the extent that American Cold War 
policies toward its client dictatorships were informed by, or ideologically 
presented in terms of, modernization theory (associated especially with Walt 
Rostow), Afghanistan represents a total contrast in that it had no goal other 
than destabilization.37 This destabilization was justified by the Reaganite lan-
guage of freedom, especially the emancipation of religion as the US under-
wrote Islamic fundamentalism, even though Washington would later claim to 
be freeing Afghan women from this fundamentalist backwardness.38

It is striking to what extent American divide and ruin policy in Afghanistan 
was the obliteration of modernity. The descent of the country into the chaos 
of civil war in the 1990s triggered a debate in the United States over the 
merits of what was called “nation-building.” Announcing the withdrawal 
of US troops from Afghanistan in July 2021, Biden said, “We did not go to 
Afghanistan to nation-build.”39 What was left after the ousting of the modern-
izing Afghan Stalinists was the inevitable disintegration of the country into 
tribalism, warlordism, religious fundamentalism, and an economy fueled by 
the heroin trade. After the US 2001 invasion, it set up a government in Kabul, 
entirely dependent on US military funding and firepower. The United States 
accomplished little to nothing in terms of economic development. Its puppet 
regime collapsed immediately when the United States pulled out its forces 
in 2021, leaving the country again in the hands of the Taliban, the Pashtun 
tribal and Wahabi Islamist organization that formed the government prior to 
the US invasion.

The chaos of divide and ruin creates the conditions for what Norbert Elias 
terms a “decivilizing spurt.”40 This is a situation of weak to no centralized 
monopoly of violence, producing greater likelihood of violence breaking out 
in everyday life. This ramifies throughout social interactions and psychol-
ogy, leading to a reduction in self-control and greater likelihood of resort to 
violence. De-civilizing was evident in, for example, a moment of cannibal-
ism during the Syrian civil war, caught on video, where one of Washington’s 
so-called moderate rebels pulled out an organ, perhaps the heart, from a 
dead body and took a bite out of it.41 De-civilizing is also evident in US 
forces engaging in murder of prisoners and civilians for sport, the collection 
of body parts, and so on. De-civilizing is of course inherent to war, which 
makes a positive good out of overcoming civilized restraints on killing. This 
is the cultural-psychological complex promulgated by President Trump when 
he boasts of the “toughness” of his followers and associates his enemies 
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with weakness, and when he threatens to “annihilate” the entire country of 
Afghanistan. War and fascism go together, in syn-necrosis. The US campaign 
of divide and ruin set into motion a global de-civilizing process, one that 
proliferates at all levels of society and psychology. US imperialism’s de-
civilizing divide and ruin policies entail ruling over chaos and ruling through 
the creation of chaos.

It is hard to say which horrors stand out; so many could be mentioned. On 
October 3, 2015, under Obama, a US Air Force AC-130U gunship airplane 
attacked a Medecins Sans Frontieres trauma hospital in Afghanistan, firing 
211 shells on the hospital building “where patients were sleeping in their beds 
or being operated on in the operating theatre” killing 42 people and injuring 
37.42 In September 2019, a US drone killed thirty pine nut farmers and injured 
forty of the workers who were gathered together resting after a day’s work.43 
Later that month, Afghan security forces killed forty civilians at a wedding 
party, while targeting Taliban next door.44 At the end of 2019, President 
Trump pardoned Navy Seals war criminal Edward Gallagher, who used a 
hunting knife to stab a teenaged Iraqi fighter to death as he was being treated 
by a medic as well as committing multiple other atrocities. Trump praised 
Gallagher and had the murderer appear beside him at a rally for the far-right 
organization Turning Point USA.45 US-supported Saudi bombing of Yemen 
has resulted in a cholera epidemic, ongoing since 2017, which has seen more 
than 1.2 million cases and is the largest in epidemiologically recorded his-
tory.46 On January 13, 2018, with Trump ramping up threats and tensions with 
North Korea, a false alert of imminent nuclear attack caused a million people 
in Hawaii to say goodbye to their loved ones or try desperately and futilely 
to shelter their children.47 There is also ecological horror. In November 2018, 
eighty-six people were killed and the town of Paradise, California, razed in 
what was the deadliest wildfire in California recorded history.48 The end of 
2019 saw climate change-fueled fires ravage Australia, causing thousands of 
people to seek shelter on the beach, awaiting a siren giving the alert to wade 
into the ocean.49 In July 2021, with the Covid-19 pandemic not yet under 
control, Germany and Belgium have faced catastrophic flooding, for which 
climate change is the underlying cause.50

De-civilizing arises from divide and ruin pursued both in military destruc-
tiveness abroad and in economic and social destructiveness domestically 
within the United States. The government casts off the provisions for the 
well-being of the population that derive from the period of class compromise 
in the twentieth century. Instead, public power becomes a means of extraction 
from the mass of the population. Sociocide and ecocide are pursued actively 
through war and extraction and passively through abandonment of popula-
tions to brute nature. The capitalist state becomes the predator state. James K. 
Galbraith writes that “In the corporate republic that presides over the Predator 
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State, nothing is done for the common good. Indeed, the men in charge do not 
realize that public purposes exist.” According to Galbraith,

Hurricane Katrina illustrated this perfectly, as Bush gave contracts to Halliburton 
and at the same time tied up efforts to restore the city. The actual population 
of New Orleans was at best an afterthought; once dispersed, it was quickly 
forgotten.51

The contradiction between egalitarian and democratic ideals that are 
still powerful within the American population and the immense unequal 
concentration of power in what G. William Domhoff calls “the corporate 
rich (the owners and managers of large incorporated properties)” and at the 
intersection of the state and big business, has created tremendous pressures 
that have drastically undermined bourgeois democracy in the United States.52 
The universalistic Enlightenment ideals in the US Bill of Rights created a 
contradictory democratic nationalism, a universalistic particularism. The only 
resolution of this contradiction that capitalism allows is imperialism as the 
globality of the power of the particular, the US state as global bully.53

Under the pressure of war and inequality, American nationalism has shed 
its liberal democratic universalism. While nationalism had a progressive ori-
entation in the period of the bourgeoisie’s rise, by the twentieth century it had 
become an inherently regressive ideology, corresponding to the rise of impe-
rialism and the transformation of the bourgeoisie from rising class to ruling 
class and the emergence of a fully global capitalist economy as imperialism 
integrated the world into a global market. Today the role of the capitalist class 
in the turn to fascism is personified in the figure of President Trump and in 
billionaires and multimillionaires such as the Mercer family and their agent 
of sorts, the hedge-fund manager Bannon.54

In fascism, the military power that the nation-state projects outward is 
projected also inward domestically, undoing the existence of a civil society, 
in other words, a sphere of relations from which violence and power differ-
entials rooted in violence were removed. The inability of the bourgeoisie to 
create society above the level of the nation-state and, therefore, the limits of 
the civilizing process under capitalism, represent the inability of capitalism 
to overcome the contradiction between the nation-state and global economy.

THE SPECTACLE OF NORMALCY

Normalcy is always linked to return. Normalcy is a nostalgic idea, but what it 
is nostalgic for is modernity. What is normal is always what we have known 
(or imagine we have known) in the past. Normalcy consists of, as Harold 
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Garfinkel puts it, “points of departure and return for every modification of 
the world of everyday life.” Everyday life, the template of normalcy, is as 
Gouldner says, the realm of those “commonly recurrent” experiences and 
“background assumptions” from which the extraordinary or “historical” rep-
resents a break and departure.55 At the same time that normalcy is inherently 
nostalgic, it is quintessentially modern, precisely because, as Giddens has 
stressed, it is modernity that produces an everyday life that is entirely banal 
and purged of sacred significances. Normalcy, however, stands in essential 
tension with the other promises of modernity, the release of the freedom of 
the individual and the potential for dynamic creative destruction.56 Hence the 
1920s was a period of political repression, which had begun in the violent 
suppression of American leftists such as the IWW immediately after the end 
of World War I, and was also a period in which there was a cultural desire 
to throw off what Howard Brick calls “conformist restraint.”57 Consumerism 
provided a solution to this tension, by absorbing the nonconformist energies 
and channeling them into the conformist activity of buying commodities. 
Hence Edward Bernays’s advertising of cigarettes as symbols of freedom to 
newly politically enfranchised and culturally assertive women. The emer-
gence of consumerist capitalist normalcy was blighted by the disasters of 
the Great Depression and World War II, although significantly the latter 
left the United States of America relatively unscathed. While the project of 
normalcy was assembled and put into motion from around the turn of the 
century, it was only in the first two decades after World War II that it can be 
said to have come to fruition. And it is to this period that current nostalgia 
for normalcy attaches itself. Normalcy also has a place—the United States. 
This is for two reasons: first, that the early postwar period in America mod-
eled the affluent society, the promise of which remains a key dimension of 
normalcy; second, that the US financially, militarily, politically, and cultur-
ally underwrote the stabilization of capitalism in the immediate aftermath of 
World War II and in this way provided not only the ideal but the infrastruc-
ture of normalcy.

Normalcy is everyday life. It is the quotidian, the ordinary. Ordinarily, 
one turns the faucet and potable water comes out. That is an accomplishment 
of science, engineering, bureaucratic organization, and industrial labor, that 
designed, planned, organized and implemented the infrastructure of modern 
urban life. One flicks the light switch and the lights come on. There is, of 
course, a massive energy infrastructure that makes that possible. But the 
energy infrastructure of modernity belies normalcy. The burning of coal and 
oil has thrown the climate out of balance. Nuclear power carries with it the 
dangers of the atomic bomb and the reactor meltdown.58

Normalcy was always uncanny. The chaos that it depended on exclud-
ing was never fully excluded. When facilely using the term “postwar,” it is 
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possible to miss the meaning and significance of that term. The exclusion 
of violence is essential to the concept of normalcy. And yet, the history 
of modernity is a history of violence. If normalcy was “postwar,” it had to 
exclude from itself the maelstrom of World War II: the holocaust, the atomic 
bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the horrific battlefield slaughter, the 
destruction of cities, and the displacement of populations. Normalcy, made 
possible by science and technology, entails the exclusion of the other side of 
science and technology: destruction and violent death.59

Normalcy was an escape from, and denial of, the dark side of modernity. 
It was a retreat into the quotidian, forcing horror backstage.60 If the first two 
postwar decades were the period of “normalcy,” this relied on the possibility 
of marking a break with war. The return to normalcy after the war was, in 
Western Europe especially, a return to liberal democracy. The contradiction 
in liberalism between the sovereignty of the individual and the sovereignty 
of the state was solved by Locke with the notion of “tacit consent.”61 In 
going about their business in society, the individual is relying on the order 
that the state guarantees and using the infrastructures and facilities that the 
state provides. Therefore, in the normal course of life, the individual neces-
sarily grants consent to this ordering power of the state. This suggests the 
rooting of the legitimacy of the state in the normal flow of everyday life. 
Order is, in a sense, self-legitimizing. Life goes on, smoothly, quietly; the 
system works, so the system is good. But this also suggests that the legiti-
macy of the state depends on the backgrounding of everything disruptive of 
normalcy.

Bauman has called the modern nation-state a gardener because of the way 
nation-states sought to produce and regulate a national population, in particu-
lar through the construction of a national culture and through the regulation of 
individuals and groups.62 The idea of normalcy, then, is very closely related to 
civil society, in the sense that this counterposes civility to violence and entails 
the absence of violent conflict. Balibar identifies civility with “the whole set 
of political strategies (and conditions of possibility of politics) that respond 
to the fact that violence, in various forms, always exceeds normality.”63 Civil 
society, as the arena of everyday life, assumes and depends for its existence 
upon the maintenance of civil peace. The state’s ability to maintain peace, 
as Hobbes argued, is the very purpose of the state and the basis for consent 
to its authority. Writing of the demoralizing effect of counterrevolutionary 
defeat, Trotsky said that “Force not only conquers but, in its own way, it 
‘convinces.’ ”64 Drowning a revolution in blood convinces people that it was 
a pipe dream all along. Correspondingly, the ability of the state to suppress 
opposition and conflict, to impose its one-sided “peace,” to shift violence 
from manifest to latent, to thereby normalize rule, itself tends to convince the 
ruled of the rightness of that rule, that it is simply the way of things.
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The normalcy of the postwar period was dependent on “peace” under 
the threat of the atomic bomb, but this “peace” was also a state of perma-
nent mobilization for war, the routinization of military preparation within a 
“permanent arms economy.”65 Not only did “cold war” become a hot war in 
Korea but the Vietnam War ultimately contributed to the end of the postwar 
boom and its social compact. Normalcy was, therefore, an uncanny presence/
absence of war.

Yurchak coined the term “hypernormalization” to describe the standard-
ized, authoritative forms of language and ceremonial forms of participation 
in the last two decades of the Soviet Union, alongside subcultural forms of 
irony and parody, often achieved by subtle hoax in the form what Yurchak 
calls ironic “over-identification.” Legitimacy became attached not to the con-
tent of speech but to the form of words. Official modes of expression were 
valued as performances of adherence and allegiance, and adoption of them 
and participation in them were definitive of “normal.” But due to the substan-
tive emptiness of these standardized and routinized forms of official discourse 
and expression, the performance of these discourses often was repetitive 
and self-referential. Since all that mattered was following formal protocol, a 
self-reinforcing mimesis produced ever more hypernormalized performances 
of “normal” Soviet ideology and citizenship. At the same time, due to their 
emptiness, meticulous performance of these ritualistic modes of expression 
could cover for distancing the self from the performance and even deviating 
from the officially required behavior. Yurchak and Dominic Boyer draw par-
allels between late Soviet irony and parodic forms of political comedy in con-
temporary American television. Yurchak and Boyer suggest that such ironic 
distancing has political significance, but much of their argument would also 
support a view of such cynicism as a strategy of adaptation and accommoda-
tion.66 What is probably most important in their analysis of parallels between 
the ebbing years of the Soviet Union and the current American condition is 
what they delineate as the structural causes of contemporary Western capital-
ist hypernormalization. They write in their 2010 article:

First, a high degree of monopolization of media production and circulation via 
corporate consolidation and real-time synchronization . . . Second, the active 
orchestration of public political discourse by parties and governmental institu-
tions (the RNC’s “talking points,” paid spokespersons performing objective 
assessments, Pentagon “information operations,” etc.) . . . . Third, the cementing 
of ideological (in this case, liberal-entrepreneurial) consensus in political news 
analysis . . . and the rapid thinning out of investigative reporting . . .; Four, the 
thematic and generic normalization of modes and styles of political performance 
and representation. In keeping with the general professionalization of political 
life and the definitive role of 24/7 news television in political communication, 
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political performances in the United States are increasingly calculated and for-
malized, concerned more with the attainment of efficient and precise genres of 
political messaging then with exploration of the thematic substance of social 
issues. Put more provocatively, contemporary American political performance 
has come to resemble the formalist theatrics of late-socialist political culture.67

Boyer and Yurchak are describing what Guy Debord, in Comments on The 
Society of the Spectacle, called “the integrated spectacle.” This, according to 
Debord, was the integration of the “concentrated spectacle” of single-party 
states like the Third Reich and the Soviet Union with the “diffuse spectacle” 
of the mass-mediatized consumer capitalist societies.68 So there is a private 
corporate media that is integrated with the apparatus of the nation-state 
actively carrying out what Noam Chomsky and Edward Herman call “the 
manufacture of consent.”69

Curtis’s 2016 film HyperNormalisation suggests that the prevailing ide-
ology of neoliberalism and modes of neoliberal governance have created a 
generalized complicity in unreality. Yurchak’s concept resonated for Curtis 
with this unreality of life in capitalist societies today.70 Curtis portrays the 
chasm between the fictions of normalcy promoted by elites who seek a man-
aged neoliberalism and the realities of war and ecological collapse that neo-
liberal capitalism produces.71 Curtis uses techniques of video collage similar 
to Debord’s Society of the Spectacle film in order to expose the way in which 
a layer of unreality is imposed over the real world.72 But whereas Debord’s 
theory of the spectacle, like Herbert Marcuse’s One-Dimensional Man, sug-
gested the ability of advanced capitalism to stabilize and maintain itself in an 
almost totalitarian manner, Curtis’s film contrasts the narrowness of vision of 
the status quo with a chaotic world of terrorism and war.73

Psychologist Matthew Adams suggests that Curtis’s conception of 
hypernormalization

can be used to make sense of the maintenance of a simplified, reassuring and 
fake version of the world in the face of unprecedented global challenges that 
incumbent governments and power alliances do not have the competence or 
inclination to address.

Adams argues that the concept applies particularly to contemporary soci-
ety’s state of inertia as it plunges into climate change.74 Jean Baudrillard’s 
“hyperreality” referred to the endlessly fascinating ultra-vivid spectacles 
that subsumed life in post-modern late capitalism, providing a sparkling 
world in relation to which the real was a desert, empty and inhospitable. 
Hypernormalization may be understood as being too normal to be true, 
a normalcy being purposively acted, as if to prevent recognition of its 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 4:04 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



39Hypernormalization in Post-Normal Times

own precariousness.75 Hypernormalization is an ethnomethodological nor-
malcy. In that way, hypernormalization is the truth of normalcy, in that 
in its very weakness it exposes the always inherent fragility of normalcy. 
Hypernormalization is when normalcy is no longer lived experience but has 
become spectacle.

Normalcy becomes beset with what Frederic Jameson calls “nostalgia for 
the present.” Normalcy is presentist while also longing for the past. It is pre-
sentist in its implication of a steady state and, therefore, the holding still of 
time. But it is also nostalgic because of its inherent connotation of “a return 
to.” “I’m glad things are back to normal” cannot but carry with it nostalgia for 
the present in its very recognition of the specificity of the present in time and 
therefore of its potential nonexistence, its potential giving way again to the 
non-normal. Normalcy is confronted by the impossibility of a steady state: in 
other words, its own impossibility.

The returns to normalcy after both world wars were predicated on the 
suppression of the specter of 1917. It was an actively repressive normalcy. 
Curtis is obsessed with the origins of neoliberalism in Cold War technocratic 
attempts to create a society of individuals ordered by rational systems of the 
bureaucratically administered market. The point of these Cold War projects, 
he argues, was to create normalcy by eliminating the possibility of revolu-
tion and radical change. So this normalcy was based on the deliberate exclu-
sion of all ideological and emotional forces that would disrupt the smooth 
operation of the market and of a consumer culture in the narrow freedom of 
which individuals would be trapped. Curtis may be understood as tracing a 
path from Daniel Bell’s announcement of “the end of ideology” in 1960 to 
Francis Fukuyama’s assertion of “the end of history” when the Berlin Wall 
fell in 1989.76 Curtis is particularly interested in the development of a mana-
gerial style of politics that came to fruition in the 1990s and the first decade 
of the twenty-first century in Britain’s New Labour government. This was a 
depoliticized, managerial politics precisely because it had expunged social-
ism, and therefore any vestige of ideological opposition to capitalism, and 
transformed the main left-wing party into one that fully accepted Margaret 
Thatcher’s dictum that “there is no alternative” to capitalist society and neo-
liberal “free market” policies. In this way, New Labour served to normalize 
neoliberalism, accommodating the population to it.77

Curtis’s fundamental point is that this hypernormalized, managed market 
individualist society is impossible because what it excludes returns in new 
form. Hence, he contrasts the image of hyper-normalcy with the intrusion 
of destabilizing and destructive realities and forces of war and terrorism. 
His point is that political forms that seek the transcendence of this banal 
normalcy cannot be suppressed. Nor, he suggests, can the violence of nature, 
disordered by the very technological basis of hyper-normalcy, be managed by 
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the neoliberal experts. Hypernormalization creates a fake world, but one that 
must ultimately fail to exclude reality. The maintenance of this political-ideo-
logical-imaginative stasis in which, as Jameson said, “the historical imagina-
tion is paralysed and cocooned,” will itself bring about the end of the world.78

The breakdown of hypernormalization is brought into focus in the writings 
of Roy Scranton. His novel War Porn moves between the settings of a Utah 
barbeque among laid-back post-college American left-liberal hipsters and the 
war zones of Iraq, where a mathematics student’s life is ripped apart by the 
Americans’ bombing and invasion.79 The mathematician descends into the 
hellish de-civilized world of American occupation with its callous dehuman-
izing contempt for the Iraqis. The uneasy ordinariness and sense of affluent 
boredom of the barbeque is troubled by the presence of a US military veteran, 
a torturer, who carries with him the sadism of American empire. Scranton 
portrays a sense of the banal unreality of quotidian American life, and the 
longing for reality. But the novel also shows the horror of Iraq’s desert of the 
real, the violence of American empire, which is precisely what is excluded 
from consciousness to produce the eternal sunshine of the spotless American 
mind and the ordinary illusion of everyday life.80 The conversational and 
behavioral patterns through which people keep civil interaction going, 
repairing and covering over uncivil breaches, prove incapable of handling 
the predatory violence of empire to which this everyday life is uncannily but 
inevitably attached. The narrative is interrupted by snatches of seemingly 
disordered words. A poem titled “Babylon” that is strewn through the novel 
is written in the language of military commands, protocols, news propaganda, 
and patriotic ideology. Empire’s banality of evil, empty words, communicat-
ing thoughtlessness, shout down and break up meaning into meaningless 
fragments.

Scranton again conveys the unreality of contemporary life in his nonfiction 
work Learning to Die in the Anthropocene, in which he states flatly that “this 
civilization is already dead.” The world we have come to take for granted, 
“carbon-fueled capitalism,” lives on only in “zombie” form. It has totally 
undermined its basis in the planets’ natural systems and is dying and taking 
with it to the netherworld not only humanity but a vast number of the planet’s 
other species. Scranton captures the strange stasis of the pattern of talk and 
action through which we go on even while knowing that we cannot go on, and 
through which we deny and deflect this truth of dying:

And while smart, dedicated, and thoughtful people fumble with political 
machinery that doesn’t work, such as carbon-pricing markets, protests, and the 
United Nations, all of us in the Global North go about our business, driving, fly-
ing, leaving lights on, running heaters and air conditioners, eating meat, charg-
ing our devices, living unsustainable lives predicated on easy consumption.81
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The situation that Scranton describes is what Ingolfür Bluhdorn and Ian 
Welsh call “sustaining the unsustainable” in which a “simulative politics” 
ensures that, even while the reality of climate change is recognized, and even 
when agreements are made and policies introduced, these are only minor 
adjustments to a system that is, in its very nature, voraciously unsustainable.82 
As Scranton says, these are ways of denying death in the combined sense 
of the threat to all our individual lives from fire, flood, storm, famine, and 
violence that climate change carries, and the death of this global capitalist 
civilization. We are collectively hurtling into the abyss.

Thomas Singer insightfully observes how the culture of reality-denial 
arises from the very recognition, too terrifying to acknowledge, of the mor-
bidity of the prevailing way of life:

Collective madness plays itself out in the denial of the pandemic of the virus, 
mass shootings at schools and climate change . . . At its core, I would suggest 
that these collective madnesses are based on the basic denial of the threat to 
existence itself.83

The sense of impending doom expresses a suppressed recognition of what 
cannot be recognized, that human civilization is on a path leading inexo-
rably toward global collapse. The idea of a “return to normalcy” is a key 
form of contemporary reality-denial.84 The expectation and hope that life 
will return to normal has become a mantra during the Covid-19 pandemic.85 
But the pandemic is only a symptom of the social forces that are closing the 
very possibility of normalcy and pushing us into a post-normal world. The 
institutionalized patterns that are regarded as normal are unsustainable and 
self-undermining.

In a New York Times op-ed published in the early new year of 2021, dur-
ing the ongoing pandemic, Scranton points out that 2020 was not only the 
year in which normal life was suspended by the Covid-19 virus, but it was 
also the worst fire season on record for the West Coast of the United States 
and the most active Atlantic hurricane season; it saw massive fires devastat-
ing the Amazon rainforest, near-record lows of Arctic sea ice, record global 
temperatures, and large methane releases from melting Arctic permafrost sig-
naling the onset of feedback loops that are likely to make climate change self-
perpetuating. It is precisely what has been taken for granted as normal that 
is producing the end of normalcy. Scranton writes: “Going back to normal 
now means returning to a course that will destabilize the conditions for all 
human life, everywhere on earth.”86 Normal is, therefore, a nostalgic illusion. 
Not only can it never be restored, but it never truly was. Normal was always 
an illusion in the sense that it was an impossible condition, always undoing 
itself. “The first thing we need to do,” says Scranton, “is let go of the idea 
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that life will ever be normal again.”87 The return to normalcy can only be a 
return to hypernormalization.

GLOBALIZATION, NEOLIBERALISM, 
AND DISPOSABILITY

The end of normal has been particularly striking and painful in the United 
States of America. As the United States has reserved for itself the right to be 
a “global policeman,” through the global war on terror and through its bogus 
humanitarian justifications for the destruction of entire societies, as in the 
Obama administration bombing of Libya, domestic policing of the internally 
excluded populations increasingly takes on the character of war. Militarized 
police were mobilized against protesters in the 1999 WTO protests, the 
so-called Battle of Seattle. An LRAD sound weapon was deployed against 
protesters at the G20 meeting in Pittsburgh in 2009. The transfer of military 
hardware such as Humvees and military rifles to the police was shockingly 
on display in the mobilization against anti-police protesters in Ferguson, 
Missouri, in 2014. Occupy Wall Street in 2011 and Black Lives Matter pro-
tests in 2020 faced brutal police repression. Veterans of the US neocolonial 
wars bring the wars home in their repression of working-class communities 
across the United States. The experience of these soldier-cops in the neocolo-
nial occupation zones of Afghanistan and Iraq, combined with Israeli training 
that many police forces have engaged in since 2001, imports the methods 
and mentality of the colonial occupier to the bereft and excluded inner city, 
small town, and rural working-class populations across the United States.88 
The establishment by the Bush administration in 2002 of the US military’s 
Northern Command, with responsibility for military operations in the US, 
Canada, and Mexico, effectively integrated the US domestic territory into the 
global battlefield. The internment and torture of US citizen Jose Padilla at 
Guantanamo Bay under the Bush administration was followed by President 
Obama’s assassination of US citizen Anwar al-Awlaki and his US citizen 
son in Yemen in 2011, and the Obama administration asserted the right of 
the US president to assassinate US citizens anywhere in the world (refusing 
to rule out that this includes on US territory). These acts have cemented the 
integration of the US population into the target zone of the US state’s military 
violence.89

Francis Fukuyama’s “end of history” prognosis articulated the dominant 
ideological response, by the ruling class and its intellectual agents, to the liq-
uidation of the Soviet Union. The triumphalist jingoist assertion of the supe-
riority of “the West” and of the economic system of capitalism was the only 
response of which they were capable, despite having entirely failed to predict 
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the collapse of the Stalinist regimes. Liberal democracy and capitalism had 
triumphed. The rest would be a mopping-up operation, drawing the rest of the 
world, inevitably, into the orbit of hegemonic American power. To the extent 
that this triumphalism was questioned among the pundits of the ruling class, it 
was in the arch-reactionary terms of Samuel Huntington’s “clash of civiliza-
tions.” Huntington’s claim represented, in highly distorted ideological form, a 
recognition that the end of the Cold War only opened the way for the emergence 
of new conflicts and that, rather than a unipolar moment and inevitable con-
vergence toward the model established and represented by the United States, 
the rise of new powers threatened this hegemony. If Fukuyama’s universalistic 
liberalism resonated with expectations of a post–Cold War “peace dividend,” 
Huntington’s prediction of new conflicts was more in keeping with the martial 
character of American power.90 Huntington’s thesis provided a useful discourse 
for new ideological divisions of “us” versus them in order to justify what would 
be an eruption of militaristic violence projected across the planet.

The dominant ideology of post–Cold War American imperialism has been 
a combination of Fukuyama and Huntington, the appeal to the notion of a 
“rules-based international order” supposedly epitomized and defended by the 
United States, and at the same time the assertion of the inevitability of con-
flict with demonized “rogues” who “hate our freedoms” and who can only be 
dealt with by force. If Fukuyama was the high priest of America as Cold War 
“victor,” Huntington constructed a philosophy for the 1990–1991 Persian 
Gulf War, which he called “the first post-Cold War resource war between 
civilizations.” The war, he said, had succeeded in making the Persian Gulf 
“an American lake.”91

Fukuyama and Huntington were combined within America’s dominant 
ideology, providing the rhetorical weapons with which to justify the explo-
sion of American militarism in the new millennium. Indeed, the combination 
of Fukuyama’s universalism and Huntington’s cultural nationalist particular-
ism reflects the character of imperialism as the contradictory attempt to orga-
nize the world in the particular interests of the capitalist class of the dominant 
capitalist nation. As Trotsky wrote during the early stages of America’s 
emergence as world power,

US capitalism is up against the same problems that pushed Germany in 1914 
on the path of war. The world is divided? It must be redivided. For Germany it 
was a question of “organizing Europe.” The United States must “organize” the 
world. History is bringing humanity face to face with the volcanic eruption of 
American imperialism.92

The violent re-eruption of American imperialism began immediately, the 
moment it was no longer counterbalanced by Soviet power, in the move to 
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control the oil-producing region of the Middle East, domination of which was 
also key to control of the geo-strategically essential Eurasian landmass, and, 
thereby, the world. Alfred W. McCoy makes clear that the US drive to control 
the “world island” of Eurasia was a key dimension of its hostility toward the 
Soviet Union during the Cold War, and that there was continuity from the US 
machinations in the Middle East against the Soviet Union to today’s wars. It 
was Brzezinski who developed the strategy of funding Muslim fundamen-
talist fighters “to attack the Soviet Union’s soft Central Asian underbelly,” 
successfully drawing the USSR into a disastrous intervention in Afghanistan 
against the US-armed Mujahadeen.93 In a 1997 article in the Council on 
Foreign Relations’ journal Foreign Affairs, Brzezinski called Eurasia “the 
decisive geopolitical chessboard” and asserted that “America’s emergence 
as the sole global superpower now makes an integrated and comprehensive 
strategy for Eurasia imperative.”94

David North notes the significance of the coincidence of the Persian 
Gulf War, beginning with Saddam Hussein’s annexation of Kuwait in 
August 1990, and the dissolution of the Soviet Union, which was declared 
in December 1991. The limits of that war were defined by the continued 
existence of the Soviet Union as the US carried out its air war in early 1991. 
North writes:

The USSR was the principal military ally of Iraq, and there were months of 
diplomatic maneuvering between Secretary of State James Baker and Soviet 
Foreign Minister Eduard Shevardnadze while troops and weaponry poured into 
the battle zone. Ultimately, the Soviet bureaucracy did not oppose the US-led 
military action, as long as the Bush administration limited its strategic goals to 
the reconquest of Kuwait. Despite considerable pressure from the more hawk-
ish sections of the Republican Party and the Pentagon, the White House did not 
order a “march on Baghdad” to overthrow the Iraqi regime, in large measure to 
avoid a direct confrontation with the Soviet Union.95

This demonstrates the significance of the subsequent absence of Soviet 
power, which enabled the United States to complete its destruction of Iraq 
in the war and occupation that began in 2003. Above all, it was the collapse 
of the Eastern European satellite states and the impending dissolution of the 
Soviet Union that provided the opportunity and the geopolitical necessity for 
US imperialism to plunge itself into a new attempt to organize the world in 
its capitalist interests. It was this project that George H. W. Bush notoriously 
signaled with the “big idea” that he proposed in his January 29, 1991, State of 
the Union address, of “a new world order.”96 Political scientist Jeffrey Haynes 
writes, “The thirty years since Bush’s aspirations for a New World Order 
were expressed have led to its opposite: New World Disorder.”97
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The Persian Gulf War, under President George H. W. Bush, was the shape 
of things to come, followed by the Balkans War under President Clinton, the 
occupation of Afghanistan and the bombing and occupation of Iraq under 
President George W. Bush, the destruction of Libya, the destabilization of 
Syria and the US-supported coup in Ukraine under President Barack Obama, 
as well as numerous other interventions. The White House’s war report 
of 2018 stated that the United States was fighting wars in seven countries: 
Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, Yemen, Somalia, Libya, and Niger.98 There was 
essential continuity from the Persian Gulf War initiated by George H. W. 
Bush to the Trump administration’s actions such as dropping the largest 
non-nuclear explosive in existence on Afghanistan, the destruction of the 
city of Mosul in the fighting against ISIS in Iraq, threatening North Korea 
with nuclear annihilation, providing military support for Saudi Arabia’s 
war in Yemen, intervening directly against the Syrian regime and carrying 
out bombing raids in Syria and stationing US troops on the ground in that 
country (which began under the Obama administration in the fall of 2015 and 
continued under Trump, under the pretext of fighting ISIS), as well as send-
ing lethal military aid to Ukraine, and assassinating Iranian General Qasem 
Soleimani in Iraq.

There is bipartisan consensus within Washington, DC, on the core prin-
ciple of using military power to assert American interests. What is called 
“American national interest” translates into the interests of US banks and 
corporations, for example, oil companies, weapons manufacturers and 
military-industrial infrastructure, and logistic firms such as Halliburton and 
technology-oriented companies such as Google and Amazon. These tech 
companies are increasingly tightly integrated into the military branches of the 
state. The military, police and intelligence apparatuses increasingly constitute 
the predominance of the US state. American national interest also includes 
the global interests of the American ruling class, the corporate rich in whose 
interests the state functions. There are, nevertheless, bitter disagreements 
about how, in terms of strategy, to achieve this, in particular between those 
who regard China as the primary focus and those pushing for a more immedi-
ate confrontation with Russia.99

There is bipartisan consensus in favor of sociocidal wars. The bipartisan-
supported destruction of Iraq by the Bush administration was repeated under 
Obama in the destruction of Libya. In both cases, the US government and 
military carried out sociocide, the destruction of the fabric of the society, the 
destruction of physical infrastructure that makes civilized social life possible 
and the shattering of the social order into sectarian fragments.100 The emer-
gence of slave markets in Libya, enslaving refugees from the war in Syria 
and the horrors of sexual slavery perpetrated by ISIS on Yazidi women in 
Syria follow from US sociocide in Libya and Iraq and in Syria by the United 
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States, together with its regional allies Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and Israel, which 
have provided support (direct or indirect) to al-Qaeda-linked groups and the 
Islamic State (ISIS or ISIL).101

As opposed to Fukuyama’s view that the global triumph of capitalism was 
also the triumph of liberal democracy, the period since the collapse of the 
Soviet Union has seen the global convergence of states toward authoritar-
ian capitalism. Far from globalized production and the development of a 
consumer capitalist society creating an unstoppable impetus toward liberal 
democracy in China, the Chinese model of neoliberal capitalism combined 
with repressive state control is now less and less aberrant from the so-
called liberal democracies. The 9/11 attacks on the World Trade Center and 
Pentagon, followed by the anthrax letters attacks against individuals, media 
outlets and Congress, and the inauguration by the Bush administration of 
the global “war on terror” provided the justification for the rapid passage of 
the Patriot Act which allowed mass surveillance and arbitrary detention.102 
The Authorization for the Use of Military Force passed by Congress in the 
immediate aftermath of 9/11 has been continually renewed up to the present 
and allowed the massive expansion of America’s global military operations 
behind the backs of the American people.103 Obama’s enamorment with 
drones fit with this extension of America’s war zones, in line with the way in 
which drones make the whole planet a battlefield in which war never needs to 
be declared. War becomes the all-pervading reality.104 Today in America war 
has become completely normalized. It is accepted by the political establish-
ment, and with varying emotions from Spartan, flag-waving enthusiasm to 
fatalism by the population, that America will always be at war.

The US government is primarily a machinery of war and repression. The 
reduction of the state to its core capabilities of violence goes together with 
the eschewing by the ruling class and aligned power elites of the state’s 
responsibility for the well-being of the population. The twentieth century’s 
connection between warfare and welfare has been undone.105 In the wake of 
mass opposition to the Vietnam War and the erosion of military discipline 
that occurred in the final stages of the war, the United States shifted to an 
“all-volunteer force,” relying on the declining economic position of the work-
ing class to drive a section of the population into military service.106 This was 
accompanied by a concerted propaganda effort to counter so-called Vietnam 
Syndrome.107 The US rapid victory in the 1990–1991 Persian Gulf War was 
important in reestablishing a belief in American invulnerability and in the 
rightness of waging war. Since then, the prestige of the military in American 
society has grown, such that the military is today treated as a sacred insti-
tution.108 This sense of military invulnerability was combined with a deep 
sense of vulnerability among the American population, shocked by corporate 
downsizing, outsourcing, and offshoring that accompanied the mergers and 
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acquisitions frenzy of the 1990s. The economic precariousness of the popu-
lation contrasted uneasily with the jingoistic assertions of American power. 
That there was something very wrong beneath America’s glittering fantasy 
image that it beamed around the world and to its own population was made 
evident in the phenomenon of workplace mass shootings that began in the 
1980s and in the school shootings that have become a regular occurrence 
since the Columbine High School massacre in 1999. A society with this much 
seething anger against itself has a great need to project and displace these 
internal tensions onto others.109

The contrast between “socialism” within the military and the impoverish-
ment of the mass of the working class signifies a shift from the warfare-
welfare deal to a different relationship between the population and the state, 
which now takes the form of the predator state.110 Galbraith describes the 
public-private nexus at the core of the predator state as

a coalition of relentless opponents of the regulatory framework on which public 
purpose depends, with enterprises whose major lines of business compete with 
or encroach on the principal public functions of the enduring New Deal. It is a 
coalition, in other words, that seeks to control the state partly in order to prevent 
the assertion of public purpose and partly to poach on the lines of activity that 
past public purpose has established. They are firms that have no intrinsic loyalty 
to any country. They operate as a rule on a transnational basis, and naturally 
come to view the goals and objectives of each society in which they work as just 
another set of business conditions, more or less inimical to the free pursuit of 
profit. They assuredly do not adopt any of society’s goals as their own, and that 
includes the goals that may be decided on, from time to time, by their country 
of origin, the United States. As an ideological matter, it is fair to say that the 
very concept of public purpose is alien to, and denied by, the leaders and the 
operatives of this coalition.111

Thus, what James Cypher calls “neoliberal militarism” is an integral part of 
the predator state, as it involves the abandonment of the needs of the popula-
tion by the state and the integration into the state of an economic sector, the 
military-industrial complex, that profits entirely from its relationship to the 
state. Cypher notes that even the neoliberal aim of reducing the activities car-
ried out by the state, when applied to the military, in fact enrich and enlarge 
precisely this sector, “a vast constellation of contractors employing a shadow 
military,” which then lobbies for more military spending.112

The predator state entices people into its apparatuses of violence by the 
modicum of security that military life provides in contrast to the mass condi-
tion of economic precariousness. The military becomes associated with secu-
rity and consistency; it becomes a haven in a heartless world, a setting where 
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values of duty and self-sacrifice contrast with the cutthroat individualism of 
American economic life, and seemingly an ascetically moral contrast with 
the hedonism of consumer culture. In contrast with the historically American 
republican ideal of the citizen-soldier, the “volunteer” military forms a dis-
tinct subculture within American society. It is one that nurtures authoritarian 
values. Rape and domestic violence are particularly high in the military.113 
White supremacist and neo-Nazi ideology has become prevalent in the mili-
tary. Following the involvement of a significant number of military person-
nel and former military personnel in the January 6 storming of Congress, the 
Department of Defense announced a stand-down of troops in order to address 
the spread of far-right ideology and support among armed forces personnel.114 
The militias that have grown in size and number since they began to develop 
in the 1990s are today the American Freikorps, composed of a large number 
of military veterans, plotting assassinations of anti-fascists and liberal politi-
cians, and coming within a hair’s breadth of taking congressional representa-
tives and the vice president hostage and executing them until their demands 
to nullify the election result and leave Donald J. Trump in power were met.115 
They did succeed in breaking up and delaying the vote whereby Congress 
ratifies the election result, normally a mere formality.

Normalcy is a condition in which there can be “mere formalities,” in the 
sense that actions are humdrum, repetitive, ritualistic and “merely” ceremo-
nial. Formalities take place against the background of tacitly shared assump-
tions and mutual expectations. There is an integral relationship between 
formality, normality, and civility. De-civilizing renders social life and insti-
tutions less predictable.116 It is a force toward deinstitutionalization, which 
is also why it is often linked with charismatic leadership. The de-civilizing 
spurt in America today, like that in Germany on which the Nazis rode to 
power, is a process that has been spearheaded by elites, especially through 
war and the cultivation of a culture of militarism, and as in Germany it draws 
its mass base from a lower middle class unsettled by economic crisis and 
decline.117 The culture of militarism and xenophobic nationalism cultivated 
by the American ruling class and power elites, which saturated television 
after the 9/11 attacks, has been attractive to petit-bourgeois elements find-
ing security and identity in the myths and symbols of military strength and a 
reactionary ethno-nationalism and nativism that are existential refuges from 
globalization.118 These petit-bourgeois elements provide the foot soldiers 
for the particularly fascist elements of the ruling class that are aligned with 
Trump.119 The service of the far-right militias to the needs of capital is evident 
in the fact that a key issue around which the militias have congealed is that 
of opposing public health lockdowns during the Covid-19 pandemic. This is 
a fascism that denies any duty of the state to provide care for the population. 
The militias sought to achieve with violence what the Republican Party has 
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been advocating through rhetoric and what has been the real unofficial policy 
of the Trump administration (and in fact continues in the Biden administra-
tion’s refusal to impose public health lockdowns)—the de facto policy of 
herd immunity. Lockdowns cannot be allowed to interfere with the extraction 
of surplus value from labor on which capital lives.

Karl Marx wrote of the capitalists’ attitude to the physical health of the 
working class and their propensity to work their employees to death:

Capital therefore takes no account of the health and the length of life of the 
worker, unless society forces it to do so. Its answer to the outcry about the 
physical and mental degradation, the premature death, the torture of over-work, 
is this: Should that pain trouble us, since it increases our pleasure (profit)?120

The raw expression of the capitalists’ thirst to extract labor is evident today 
as it was in the nineteenth century before the development of the welfare 
state. Today, it takes the form of “return to normal,” which means the rush 
under Biden to reopen schools during the still uncontrolled pandemic, to get 
workers back to work. A key difference is the level of development of the 
productive forces so that the contradiction between imposed scarcity and the 
wealth and technological capability of society is gaping. What is different 
is that this is capitalism in its malignant stage, or what John McMurty calls 
“cancer capitalism.”121 Its exploitation no longer serves any progressive his-
torical dynamic but rather is a hindrance to all human development.122

The historically reactionary role of the bourgeoisie was an important 
implication of Lenin’s theory of imperialism, as a characteristic of the high-
est stage of capitalism.123 Lenin formulated his theory in the midst of World 
War I, in order to explain the war and its implications for socialist revolu-
tion. Imperialism is intrinsically connected with world war and, therefore, it 
marks the period in which the continued existence of capitalism calls into 
question the existence of the human species. This was made evident by the 
development of the atomic bomb and is so today in the impetus of American 
imperialism, long after the end of the Soviet Union and the Cold War, toward 
war with Russia and China. The epoch of imperialism is intrinsically linked 
to cancer capitalism and the development of what Erich Fromm identified as 
necrophilic cultural and social-psychological trends.124

In the United States, a form of “libertarian” fascism has developed, as the 
living death of American individualism under the regime of imperialism. It 
is a necrophilous ideology, hostile to the even most basic provision for the 
population.125 This outlook was exemplified by the Colorado City, Texas 
mayor who posted on Facebook, during the 2021 winter storm that cut power 
to millions and led to approximately eighty deaths, the message that people 
should not ask the government for assistance:
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No one owes you are [sic] your family anything; nor is it the local government’s 
responsibility to support you during trying times like this! Sink or swim it’s your 
choice! . . . Bottom line quit crying and looking for a handout! Get off your ass 
and look after your own family.126

While the mayor was forced to resign as a result of the online tirade, the 
statement is significant as an encapsulation of a key dimension of right-wing 
ideology in America.127

The Texas mayor’s rhetoric of the responsibility of the head of the family 
resonates with Thatcher’s assertion that “There is no such thing as society. 
There are just individuals and families.” It represents an extreme atomic indi-
vidualism, where the only collective is the private realm of the family. The 
individualism, therefore, combines with a patriarchal traditionalist and reli-
gious ideology of the family.128 The mayor’s tweet explicitly states the anti-
social implications of neoliberal individualism and privatism: a repudiation of 
any governmental role as a vehicle for mutual aid and for the reproduction of 
society. The growth of this ideology and its particularly virulent expression 
in the US Republican Party is an indication of structural transformations in 
the relation of the capitalist state to society.

The predator state corresponds with the social policy, and broader social 
and cultural, paradigm that Henry Giroux calls “disposability.” He points 
to the transformation of schools and the dominant political attitude toward 
childhood in which schools in working class and minority neighborhoods 
have become prison-like institutions, criminalizing youth through zero-
tolerance policies and creating a school-to-prison pipeline feeding into mass 
incarceration.129 Giroux locates the shift toward disposability as arising from 
the end of the social reform projects of the 1960s:

When the “War on Poverty” ran out of steam with the social and economic crisis 
that emerged in the 1970s, there was a growing shift at all levels of government 
from an emphasis on social investments to an emphasis on public control, social 
containment, and the criminalization of social problems. The criminalization 
of social issues—starting with President Johnson’s Omnibus Crime and Safe 
Streets Act of 1968 (a bill that was debated in Congress after the assassination 
of Dr. Martin Luther King), entering a second phase with President Ronald 
Reagan’s war on drugs and the privatization of the prison industry in the 1980s, 
and moving into a third phase with the passage of a number of anticrime bills by 
President Clinton’s administration, including the Anti-Terrorism and Effective 
Death Penalty Act, coupled with the escalating war on immigrants in the early 
1990s and the rise of the prison-industrial complex by the close of the decade—
has now become a part of everyday culture and provides a common referent that 
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extends from governing prisons and regulating urban culture to running schools. 
This is most evident in the emergence of zero-tolerance laws that have swept the 
nation since the 1980s, and gained full legislative strength with the passage of 
the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act of 1994.130

The paradigm of governance that emerged from the social and economic cri-
ses of the 1970s involved a shift from the inclusionary emphasis of the wel-
fare state and, in Europe, of social democracy, to the exclusionary dynamic 
of neoliberalism.131 Mass incarceration and zero-tolerance policies in the US 
treated the poor not as a reserve army of labor but as a surplus population 
to be shut out of legitimate economic activity and political participation and 
segregated through incarceration and crime control.132 Giroux identifies in the 
hidden curriculum of schooling a fundamental shift away from the promotion 
of political citizenship and toward the treatment of education as a commod-
ity, reflective of “a growing commercial culture that reduces social values to 
market relations, limits the obligations of citizenship to the act of consuming, 
and dismisses racial and economic justice as the product of a bygone era.”133

As a socialization institution, the school is directly reproducing the culture 
of the society; it provides children with their first image of the world outside 
the home as forming a unified whole. It is society’s formal self-representation 
to each new generation. In the United States, the ritual of pledging allegiance 
to the flag makes explicit that this whole is the nation and national flags in 
the classroom make clear that the school represents the nation and the gov-
ernment. In American political culture, there has been a particularly close 
relationship between democracy and the idea of a democratic education.134 
In American schools today, the democratic significance of education has 
been hollowed out. As schools are increasingly oriented toward corpora-
tions and law enforcement, traditions of democratic education are a direct 
threat to corporate power and to the growing authoritarianism of the state. 
The public school is in many ways the core civic institution in a community 
and brings coherence to a community through providing a focal point and 
being something truly shared and representing a social whole as opposed to 
the private worlds of shopping malls and the sectarian divisions of religion. 
In poor working-class neighborhoods, the school has largely been emptied 
of democratic and cultural content and become a holding pen for youth in 
which they are drilled on a narrow curriculum of basic literacy and mathemat-
ics, skills emptied of content, and accommodated to punitive policing.135 As 
reality becomes increasingly contrary to the image the ruling class relies on 
sustaining, as little of that reality as possible is formally presented to youth.

Giroux traces disposability through the micro-spaces of the classroom to 
the macro-scale of Hurricane Katrina in 2005 and the abandonment of New 
Orleans, and in particular of its poor African American majority, by the Bush 
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administration and by local elites.136 Katrina represented a horrific manifesta-
tion of the logic of disposability which had been developing at more subter-
ranean levels in American society for decades. The same disposability, or 
“malign neglect” as World Socialist Web Site puts it, has subsequently been 
evident in the lead poisoning of Flint, Michigan, where a city was deliberately 
poisoned as a direct element of neoliberal policies imposed by a political 
apparatus working for the financial oligarchy.137 Disposability is evident in 
the Trump administration’s abandonment of Puerto Rico to its fate in the 
aftermath of Hurricane Maria, in the stranding of millions without heat and 
water in the Texas winter storm of February 2021, and, above all, in what by 
the beginning of March 2021 had reached half a million deaths from Covid-
19 within the United States.

These events are indicative of processes of deindustrialization linked 
to globalization (Flint and nearby Detroit), climate change (New Orleans, 
Puerto Rico, and Texas), and globalization in the form of air travel and the 
consequent rapidity of the spread of disease in what is an increasingly glob-
ally interconnected collective human organism (Covid-19). They indicate 
that the nation-state has lost its ability and willingness to organize the social 
in the context of globalization processes that cut across and exceed national 
boundaries, disorganizing social life that remains represented and regulated 
within the institutional framework of nation-states.138 At all levels, from the 
growing insecurity of everyday life to the destruction wrought by the war on 
terror and the impetus toward major power conflict between the United States 
and both Russia and China, to the slide toward human extinction caused by 
climate change, the mismatch of scales between the nation-state and the glo-
balization of economic and social life that capitalism has wrought, creates 
growing disorganization.

The Trump administration’s acrimonious withdrawal from the World 
Health Organization at the height of the Covid-19 pandemic, and the broader 
phenomenon of “vaccine nationalism” whereby states have sought national 
advantage through control over vaccine manufacture and distribution, have 
been particularly stark expressions of the conflict between nation-state orga-
nization and the globality of the human species woven together through 
myriad communication, technological, economic, and cultural networks.139

The Trump presidency cannot be understood apart from the intertwined 
crises of global capitalism and of the global hegemony of the United States. 
In particular, this presidency is a manifestation of the failure of the project of 
establishing the United States as the sole world-dominating power after the 
collapse of the Soviet Union, a project the hubris of which was encapsulated 
by Fukuyama’s “end of history” thesis. This project necessitated the use of 
military force to offset America’s relative economic decline in the face of 
increased global competition. The very forces of globalization that rendered 
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the autarkic economies of the eastern bloc no longer viable, precipitating the 
collapse of Stalinism, and that undermined the national reformist policies of 
social democracy, also showed up the weaknesses in the economic basis of 
American power. The response of the American ruling class to the contra-
diction between their hubristic imperialist ambitions and the real structural 
weakness of their power has been increasingly irrational and destructive. 
Trump, in his bullying chauvinism and malignant narcissism, is merely an 
expression of the irrationality of US imperialism in terminal decline.140

Rather than representing an abnormal in relation to some standard of 
normality (either some imagined rules-based order or consistent imperialist 
strategy), the twists and turns of the Trump administration and opposition to 
it from the Democratic Party and from within the deep state reflect divisions 
over imperialist strategy within the American political establishment and rul-
ing elite. These have become more bitter and destabilizing as the hubristic 
project of securing “a new American century” founders on the rocks of the 
global contradictions of imperialism in the era of capitalist decline.

The Trump administration represented a qualitative deepening of the ongo-
ing degradation of American bourgeois democracy. The most powerful coun-
try in the world, which presents itself as the bastion of democracy, has now 
had a fascist president who has cultivated a fascist movement in his heavily 
armed base of enraged lumpen petit-bourgeois and working-class support-
ers and in sections of the military, police, and within the already fascistic 
Homeland Security apparatus.141 This, together with his frequent mooting of 
the possibility of outstaying the constitutionally mandated term limits, culmi-
nating in his January 6 coup plot, brought America to the brink of dictator-
ship. The danger of this far-right movement, embedded in the Republican 
Party, remains high. However, the creation of the conditions for fascism in 
the United States long precedes the Trump presidency, which is an outcome 
of the intensifying contradictions of US imperialism within the context of 
globalization.142 The erosion of democratic rights accelerated significantly 
in the wake of the legalized theft of the 2000 election that brought the Bush 
administration to power, and amid the events of Fall 2001 (the September 11 
airplane attacks and the subsequent anthrax letters attacks) that led to the pas-
sage of the Patriot Act, the secret initiation of mass electronic surveillance, 
and the illegal invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq.143 A pervasive climate of 
xenophobia has inexorably accompanied the US wars in the Middle East, 
spawning the fascistic racism that motivates Trump’s die-hard followers.

In all essentials, these policies of war and authoritarianism have been sup-
ported and carried out continuously by the Democratic Party. Attacks on the 
living standards of the American working class have been carried out by both 
parties: from Clinton’s welfare anti-reforms (The Personal Responsibility 
and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996) and NAFTA to Obama’s 
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restructuring of the auto industry and the Republican Congress’s refusal 
to extend unemployment insurance in the wake of 2008 financial crisis, to 
Trump’s cuts to food stamps and the expiry of the pandemic eviction mora-
torium so that millions of working-class Americans are in the summer to fall 
of 2021 facing imminent eviction during an ongoing pandemic with the dan-
gerous “delta variant” of Covid spreading.144 The drop in life expectancy of 
the US population in recent years, beginning prior to the Covid-19 pandemic 
and exacerbated by it, is a clear indication of the worsening living conditions 
of the majority of Americans.145 Anthropologists Alya Ansari and Mitch 
Hernandez observe that

to speak of the pandemic solely in these terms—of sensationalized exception, 
of a radically novel state of existence—obscures the profound normalcy of 
the present moment, particularly with regard to the inequitable distribution of 
resources in our highly stratified capitalist society and the deplorable conditions 
of labor at the root of this inequity.146

These policies of immiseration and the growth of social inequality contrib-
uted to Trump’s rise. Precarious non-higher-educated, “independent” petit-
bourgeois and equally precarious working-class Americans, deeply alienated 
from the Washington political establishment, were attracted to the manufac-
tured image of Trump as an “outsider” who would shake up the system and 
“drain the swamp.” And social inequality is behind the ability of a billionaire 
to self-fund an election campaign, while real representation of working-class 
interests is structurally blocked. Denied political expression, the pent-up anger 
of the working class is easily exploited by fascism.147 Trump combines support 
from the disillusioned working class with the petit-bourgeoisie’s panicked 
Chicken Little rush into the den of a charismatic authoritarian Foxy Loxy.

Normalcy was inextricably related to the growth of the middle class, to the 
politically mediating and stabilizing role of the middle class, and to both the 
reality and ideal of the middle-class way of life as integrating and supporting 
an image of American “classlessness.”148 The decline of the American middle 
class is, therefore, a crucial dimension of the end of normalcy. Sheri Berman 
writes in Foreign Policy: “The collapse of the middle class—long viewed as 
the bedrock of American democracy—has also been dramatic . . . Making 
matters worse, inequality has become increasingly hereditary; as it has risen, 
social mobility has declined.”149 The decline of normalcy is inextricably 
related to the decline of the middle class under post-Fordist and neoliberal 
conditions. This has produced the chronic and deepening legitimation crisis 
of the state and its mediating institutions.

The Democratic Party did everything it could to prevent the emergence 
of mass struggle against the Trump regime by the American working class, 
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putting on a “normalcy show” by making out that Trump was abnormal, and 
therefore that the rest of the system, which was normal, would sort things 
out. The official so-called resistance represented by the Democratic Party 
used the methods of palace intrigue in order to avoid mobilizing the mass 
of the population and unleashing the anger and power of the working class 
which has the potential to turn from Trump to the financial aristocracy which 
funds, and is represented by, the Democratic Party. Hence the narrowness of 
the articles of impeachment drawn up by the Democratic-controlled House 
of Representatives, focusing entirely on the withholding of military aid to 
the Ukraine, the transcript of a conversation leaked by a CIA agent, and the 
allegation that Trump sought foreign interference in US elections by solicit-
ing derogatory information on the corruption of Hunter Biden, son of former 
vice president, and Democratic primary candidate Joe Biden. The fact that 
Hunter Biden’s $50,000 per month sinecure on the board of a Ukrainian gas 
company represents blatant corruption, precisely of the kind that disgusts the 
mass of the American population with the political elite, has been strenuously 
but ineffectively suppressed by the Democratic Party and its allied media. 
In mid-September 2021, Hillary Clinton’s lawyer was charged with lying 
to the FBI in relation to “Russiagate.”150 Official reality seems to consist of 
sandcastles, or smoke and mirrors. In place of mass struggle, there is elite-
managed spectacle.

Paradoxically, the impeachment was a normalcy show. It was a spectacle of 
legal proceduralism that promulgated the fiction that Trump was, as Supreme 
Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg put it, “an aberration” after which there 
could be a return to legal-rational constitutionalism.151 The entire political 
establishment is deeply implicated in the criminality of a declining American 
empire. The CIA, which initiated the action leading to the impeachment, 
illegally spied on the Senate Intelligence Committee investigating its illegal 
torture program and threatened Senate staffers involved in the investiga-
tion with prosecution for espionage. Gina Haspel, CIA director during the 
Trump administration, was herself involved in torture and the destruction of 
evidence of torture.152 Yet, the Democrats, in their impeachment drive, rep-
resented the intelligence agencies as defenders of constitutionality. Indeed, 
the Democratic majority leader and Speaker of the House of Representatives, 
Nancy Pelosi, was briefed by the Bush administration on its torture program 
and, therefore, complicit in that.153 Far from Trump’s contempt for the law 
being an aberration, it is the normality of the American elite in the era of 
imperial decline. As the bipartisan passage of record military spending at the 
same time as the articles of impeachment were being passed by the House 
showed, Trump’s impeachers are as much agents of imperial aggression as 
the president. Trump is the personification of the normal abnormal, the nor-
mal pathology, of American empire in decline.154
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THE POST-NORMAL CONDITION

The term “post-normal” was introduced in the early 1990s by Silvio 
Funtowicz and Jerome Ravetz, in book chapters published in 1991 and 1992, 
and became widely known based on the 1993 article “Science for the Post-
Normal Age,” in the journal Futures. Funtowicz and Ravetz used the term 
to designate the new kind of science that they argued was emerging, and 
was needed, in response to challenges of environmental risks produced by 
modern technology.155 They draw on Thomas Kuhn’s term “normal science,” 
which he described as “puzzle-solving” within a paradigmatic framework of 
assumptions and contrasted with scientific revolutions in which paradigms 
are overturned.156 Functowicz and Ravetz’s suggestion is that normal science 
is itself a paradigm, rooted in unquestioned assumptions of the possibility of 
knowing and controlling the world through instrumentally rational techniques 
and formal systems.157 These techniques and systems, however, through their 
very effectiveness in transforming the material world and, therefore, the deep 
and far-reaching character of these transformations, produce feedbacks and 
unintended consequences that make for inherently uncertain outcomes. The 
world that the natural sciences study is increasingly a world that is already 
mixed with human action and its consequences in a chaotic spiral. This is 
the meaning of the Anthropocene, in which the dominant cause affecting the 
planet’s processes is the human species. What produces these far-reaching 
effects on nature is human activity as manifested in technology. Technology 
is the medium through which humanity interrelates with nature, therefore, it 
follows that it is through technology that human social activities (in all their 
dimensions, including economic and political) have their impact on the mate-
rial world of nature.

The concept of “post-normal science” has affinity with Ulrich Beck’s 
notion of the “risk society” and Beck and Giddens’s conception of “reflexive 
modernization.”158 Awareness of the environmental hazards created by mod-
ern technological society had been growing since Rachel Carson’s landmark 
book Silent Spring, published in 1962, drew attention to the toll of toxic 
synthetic pesticides in poisoning flora and fauna including, ultimately, human 
beings.159 Environmental consciousness was also raised by activist scientists 
who sought to educate the public about the dangers of nuclear war and radia-
tion that governments sought to cover up.160 Growing recognition of the dan-
ger of nuclear fallout from the hundreds of nuclear bombs exploded above 
ground as tests during the early Cold War culminated in the Partial Test Ban 
Treaty of 1963. Outcry against the US poisoning of Vietnam with the deadly 
dioxin-containing defoliant chemical Agent Orange, resulting in ecologi-
cal destruction and horrific human birth defects also fed into concern about 
the more general environmental effects of chemicals. The Santa Barbara oil 
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spill of 1969, at that time the largest in US waters, was another event that 
consolidated environmental activism. Twenty years later, the Exxon Valdez 
ran aground and released catastrophe in Prince William Sound, Alaska. The 
Three Mile Island nuclear reactor accident in 1979 was followed by the 
Chernobyl meltdown in 1986. In 1984, the Union Carbide India Limited 
plant in Bhopal, majority owned by the US firm Union Carbide and Carbon, 
released poisonous methyl isocyanate killing thousands.

In Britain, the Royal Society’s report on The Public Understanding of 
Science (known as the Bodmer Report), published in 1985, expressed the 
concern of the scientific establishment that public trust in science was 
declining and that this was due to deficient public knowledge of science. 
This was followed by the government’s mishandling of the BSE outbreak 
in the late 1980s and into the 1990s, along with protests against genetically 
modified crops in the 1990s. The sociologically oriented field of Science & 
Technology Studies, which had developed since the 1970s, became highly 
involved in the UK in debates concerning relations between science and the 
public and academics in this field were widely critical of the hierarchical 
technocratic ways in which the British scientific community had traditionally 
approached communication with the public about technological risks and 
hazards.161 Technocratic discourse, sociologists of science and technology 
argued, presented an aura of certainty which elided the uncertainties that 
always accompanied such problems of untested interaction of toxic materials 
with complex and chaotic interacting systems of nature and human society. 
Technocratic discourse suppressed the ethical and political issues that inter-
sected in complex ways with technical concerns in any such problems of 
decision-making concerning environmental risk.162 Funtowicz and Ravetz 
argued that such problems of environmental risk required a new philosophical 
framework for understanding science as an activity, encapsulating the new 
modes of scientific thinking and practice that were emerging as scientists 
sought to understand increasingly complex systems and as they became less 
institutionally sheltered from public involvement and criticism. They intro-
duced their seminal article “Science for the Post-Normal Age,” as follows:

After centuries of triumph and optimism, science is now called on to remedy 
the pathologies of the global industrial system of which it forms the basis . . . In 
response, new styles of scientific activity are being developed. The reductionist, 
analytical worldview . . . is being replaced by a systemic, synthetic and human-
istic approach. The old dichotomies of facts and values, and of knowledge and 
ignorance, are being transcended. Natural systems are recognized as dynamic 
and complex; those involving interactions with humanity are “emergent” . . . The 
science appropriate to this new condition will be based on the assumptions of 
unpredictability, incomplete control, and a plurality of legitimate perspectives.163
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Post-normal science confronts problems for which no single paradigm is pre-
pared and questions that are inherently value-laden such as what level of risk 
is acceptable. It speaks in controversies that are not contained within core sets 
but spill out into much broader publics in which these intersect with moral 
and political conflicts.

The material consequences of science and technology are so global, far-
reaching, deeply integrated into the practices of everyday life, and inescap-
able for individuals, that they cannot be taken for granted as unproblematic 
goods. The modern rationalist ideas of science and technology as value-
neutral failed to capture the ways in which science and technology are guided 
by human purposes, in other words collective or social purposes. The idea of 
“pure science,” with its idealist roots in religion, came into contradiction with 
the interdependency of science and instrumentation and the dependency of 
instrumentation on the level of development of the productive forces, and the 
role of science in transforming those very productive forces.164 The very ques-
tions that natural sciences address and open up arise within a much broader 
web of productive human interrelations with nature that are expressed in the 
Marxian notion of a mode of production.

John Ziman terms “post-academic science” the contemporary situation in 
which the ideal of value-free pure science is eroded and science is increas-
ingly assessed on the basis of its utility.165 This shift from the value-free ideal 
to an instrumental-utilitarian framework corresponds to the imposition of 
scarcity under neoliberalism and the increasing privatization of science.166 In 
this context, what Ziman calls “the norm of utility” that replaces the value-
free ideal is occluded by the mediation of money. Precisely the process of 
marketization by which science is directed toward certain tasks rather than 
others and placed into the service of certain institutions and organizations, 
and therefore goals and values, rather than others, occludes the fact that these 
directions do involve definite goals and values and therefore that they involve 
judgments of utility. Money reifies values such that they do not appear as val-
ues subject to human deliberation but as determining commands, yet with the 
human commander obscured. The command appears impersonal, as that of 
rationality, but merely in a different guise, as economic rationality. Therefore, 
the connection between post-academic science and the norm of utility and 
politicization of science is not as direct as Ziman supposes. The market still 
operates as a depoliticizing relation, unless the politics become not only 
about “values” conceived in the moral sense, but value and the relations of 
exploitation that produce it, in other words unless the impersonal rationality 
of the market is called into question as well the impersonal rationality of 
technocratic science.167

This suggests an understanding of “normal science” more critical 
than Kuhn’s in the sense that it examines the institutional and broader 
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political-economic context and preconditions for normal science. Steve 
Fuller has argued that Kuhn’s conception of normal science must be under-
stood as an expression of Cold War liberalism. Fuller argues that Kuhn 
paradoxically presents an image of scientific community insulated (except 
during periods of scientific revolution) from political power at the very his-
torical moment when science was involved with government, industry, and 
the military to an unprecedented degree.168 Normal science, with its faith in 
its own certainty and its Promethean technological attitude, was the product 
of a particular historical period, when science was highly enmeshed with the 
state, while this state support also insulated it from external criticism. As 
Brian Balogh has shown, the nuclear energy project itself produced a prolif-
eration of nuclear experts such that the Atomic Energy Commission lost its 
monopoly on expertise and, therefore, its authority to define nuclear issues 
such as radiation safety. Brian Lindseth has shown specifically how the field 
of ecosystem ecology developed within in US Atomic Energy Commission 
ecological radiation studies, while such studies went on to become part of 
what ecologist Paul Sears called “the subversive science.”169 Normal science 
was inherently self-undermining, since the very conditions for its existence 
arose from the antithesis of normalcy—the atomic bomb. Normal science 
was inherently involved in producing the technical risks that brought its 
conditions to an end, and that necessitated the development of post-normal 
science.

There is a close relationship between the destabilizing effects of global-
ization and the concept of “post-normal times.” The notion of “post-normal 
times” is closely related to the concepts of postmodernism and postmoder-
nity, and it is evident today that the intellectual framework of postmodernism 
was itself a reaction to the transformations of globalization. Funtowicz and 
Ravetz note that their analysis of the “post-normal age” is “complemen-
tary” to their analysis of postmodernity, which was published in Futures in 
December 1992, “The Good, the True, and the Post-Modern.”170 In the latter 
article, they provide an interpretation of Baudrillard which draws out the 
implicit reference to technology in Baudrillard’s postmodernism such that the 
technological development of the means of simulation create a hyperreality 
which degrades truth and reality. Funtowicz and Ravetz suggest, therefore, 
that postmodernism in science implies both the undermining of certainty 
and the rise of notions of uncertainty, complexity, chaos, and risk, while 
the modern quantitative increase in the number and power of technologies 
undermines the qualitative goods of social life.171 Modernity, as quantitative 
increase in knowledge and technical capacity, culminates in the undermining 
of the quality of this knowledge, which becomes increasingly uncertain, and 
the social outcomes produced by technology, which increasingly degrade the 
natural and human environment.172
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Funtowicz and Ravetz’s notion of a post-normal age has been developed 
by Ziauddin Sardar, who argues that “the spirit of our age is characterized 
by uncertainty, rapid change, realignment of power, upheaval and chaotic 
behavior.”173 According to Sardar, uncertainty arises from “the three c’s: 
complexity, chaos and contradictions—the forces that shape and propel 
postnormal times.”174 Having to make sense of a complex, chaotic, and con-
tradictory world and make decisions about how to act in such a world, first 
evident in the science of technological risk, has now become a generalized 
condition.

The weakness of the literature on post-normal times lies in the fact that 
notions of uncertainty and complexity are used as if these themselves are 
the concrete social forces and actors. This obscures the social dynamics that 
produce contradictions and chaos and the real social forces at play. However, 
the notion of post-normal times is important in showing that what is at stake 
today and what increasingly is the object of study of the “natural sciences” is 
a complex mixture of the natural and the social.

Naomi Oreskes argues that the earth sciences are increasingly, of necessity, 
involved in producing social science. She writes that

earth scientists have increasingly acknowledged—albeit mostly implicitly—that 
the problems that society supports them to address—water supply, climate 
change, seismic and volcanic risk—are hybrid problems, borne of the interac-
tion between human activity and natural systems. Earthquakes have always 
existed, but they became a problem for human societies when we began to build 
rigid infrastructures. Water supply has famously challenged human cultures 
since ancient times, and the failure of some of ancient civilizations to man-
age their water supplies was a significant cause of difficulty for, if not actual 
collapse of, those civilizations. Climate change, as a natural phenomenon, has 
always existed, but climate change understood as “dangerous anthropogenic 
interference in the [natural] climate system” is a problem borne of our capacity 
to recover and exploit the energy stored in fossil fuels, coupled with our seem-
ing incapacity to reform an economic system that fails to account for environ-
mental damage as an accumulating cost.175

Oreskes is critical of the institutional barriers within academia that have pre-
vented dialogue and intellectual collaboration between earth scientists and 
social scientists. She writes:

At least some earth scientists are doing social science without quite acknowledg-
ing that this is what they are doing, without adequate training and understanding 
of social phenomena, and, in the worst cases, without respect for colleagues 
who have greater experience and insights into the workings of social systems.176
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In making this argument, Oreskes draws on the work of historian of science 
Paul Forman, who has traced two shifts in science that, he argues, character-
ize postmodernity. Forman identifies the changed relationship between, and 
ascription of value within the university to, science and technology. The ear-
lier model of the research university had as its core ideal the notion of pure 
science or basic research and viewed technology as an application of knowl-
edge initially derived through curiosity-driven research (however erroneous 
that was as an explanation of the actual development of technology). The 
university at the end of the twentieth century and into the twenty-first century, 
values, above all, technology, and science is supported as a means toward 
technological goals. Related to this, Forman points to the growth of “anti-
disciplinarity,” the increasing porousness of boundaries between academic 
disciplines and the sense that disciplinary boundaries are increasingly a fetter 
on the further development of knowledge. Oreskes embraces this implication 
in arguing that the complex relations between natural and social systems 
which science is increasingly tasked with understanding and responding to, 
require that knowledge exceeds the boundaries of disciplines. But Oreskes’s 
argument has further implications for the overall structure of universities and 
knowledge. In addition to divisions between disciplines, there is the rigid 
divide, albeit largely informal, between what C.P. Snow famously called the 
“two cultures” of the natural sciences and the humanities.177 The problem 
for sociology has always been to negotiate its position in between these two 
cultures and, therefore, within itself, between subjective verstehen and objec-
tive explanation.

NORMAL AND POST-NORMAL SOCIOLOGY

When sociology has presented itself as a science as opposed to the humanistic 
disciplines such as history, it is notable that it has done so on the basis of meth-
odology. Hence, the adoption of quantitative methods has tended to be soci-
ology’s claim to scientificity, as opposed to humanistic qualitative research. 
This, as Collins has argued, conflates scientificity with certain methods that 
are applicable to certain questions and not others.178 This methodological way 
of claiming scientificity is also one that in no way troubles the division of the 
university between Naturwissenschaften and Geisteswissenschaften that posi-
tions the study of the social on the side of the sciences of the spirit.179

Durkheim’s demarcation of sociology as a discipline, distinguishing the 
level of the social from the individual focus of psychology, also placed soci-
ology, while methodologically following the objectivist quantitative methods 
of the natural sciences, on the side of the sciences of spirit, in that what social 
facts revealed was a moral condition and that society was taken to be, most 
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fundamentally, a system of shared values. The fact of suicide rates (even if 
representing material dead bodies) was an effect of a moral cause, and in 
effect therefore a moral sign.180 An idealist conception of society in a one-
sided way as a mental phenomenon has been a continuous theme in sociol-
ogy, uneasily alongside the attraction of positivism to behaviorism, which 
seeks to eliminate mental life from scientific explanation.181

Society is consciousness, but it is also material practice and, as such, 
has a material foundation, as a collective body interacting with nature. As 
Frederick Engels said in his speech at Marx’s gravesite:

Just as Darwin discovered the law of development of organic nature, so Marx 
discovered the law of development of human history: the simple fact, hitherto 
concealed by an overgrowth of ideology, that mankind must first of all eat, 
drink, have shelter and clothing, before it can pursue politics, science, art, reli-
gion, etc.; that therefore the production of the immediate material means, and 
consequently the degree of economic development attained by a given people or 
during a given epoch, form the foundation upon which the state institutions, the 
legal conceptions, art, and even the ideas on religion, of the people concerned 
have been evolved, and in the light of which they must, therefore, be explained, 
instead of vice versa, as had hitherto been the case.182

The human being is a dialectical unity of opposites. As the cultural develop-
ment of the species has alienated it from nature, mind as an accomplishment 
and expression of the human being as a social being has become capable of 
being experienced as separate from body. This has to do with the distance 
from necessity, and hence the immediate physical reality of the present, that 
the individual, and the species, is able to achieve.

The ability to conceive of society as its own realm existing apart from 
nature—indeed the common sense taken-for-grantedness of that way of 
thinking about society—is a function of the real exclusion of disruptive forces 
of nature from the domain of social life, in other words, everyday life. The 
sociologists’ social is the material accomplishment of social life through the 
exclusion of the shocks of nature from rhythms and patterns maintained in 
defiance of nature. The ability to live through a winter storm by virtue of the 
fact that there is heating is a precondition for this meaning of “society.”

“Society,” as a protective cocoon between the biological human individual 
and brute natural scarcities and forces, rests on material foundations, and 
also political foundations in the sense of a balance of power between human 
beings, a balance of class forces. What Gouldner calls the extrusion of the 
economic from the social by the discipline of sociology was also the exclu-
sion from the realm of study of the social of the material foundations of 
society, and therefore of the material, class forces that would undermine this 
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formation.183 Neoliberalism, proclaiming that “There is no such thing as soci-
ety,” has significantly undone the insulating wrappings of society that were 
the welfare state, and along with that the regulatory state, or what Bannon 
refers to as “the administrative state” which it is his goal to dismantle.184 
Post-normal times, just as they intrude the social into what were in the past 
understood as natural systems, also intrude nature, often violently, into the 
social, undoing in the process the metaphysical foundations of the discipline 
of sociology at the same time as throwing into question all the disciplinary 
divisions upon which normal science had been organized.

Gouldner was fundamentally correct, therefore, to argue that the problem 
posed by the collapse of the disciplinary consensus around Parsonian func-
tionalism was not to come up with some other paradigm, but rather that the 
crisis of functionalism was something much more profound. It was the crisis 
not only of an intellectual paradigm but an ideological outlook which consti-
tuted the domain assumptions on which the discipline of sociology had rested 
as an intellectual-political project.185 Therefore, the crisis required the devel-
opment of a reflexive sociology that could comprehend the conditions for its 
own existence, including the social causes of its own domain assumptions.

What Gouldner identified as the crisis of Parsonianism was also the crisis 
of a model of the relationship between social science and the state. The rela-
tionship between sociology and the welfare state was, as Gouldner argued, 
closely bound up with positivist epistemology. Turner shows how what 
followed from this were assumptions about the relationship between social 
science and policy that reflected the “linear model” entailed by the modern 
university’s pure science ideal. The collapse of reform with the end of the 
Johnson administration was bound up with the crisis of normal science in 
Ravetz’s sense, with the intellectual crisis of positivism and the intellectual-
social crisis of technocracy.

The response by the discipline of sociology entirely failed to acknowledge 
and address the depth of its crisis. The primary response by the discipline was 
to double down on the normal science model, in the production of what could 
be called hypernormalization of sociology, or the construction of hyper-nor-
mal science. As Turner devastatingly puts it, “‘Mainstream sociology’ lives 
on, no longer as a coherent idea, but more as the embodiment of the profes-
sional preferences of a status group.”186 This “mainstream” is defined by its 
use of quantitative methods, and the premium it places on statistical technique, 
so that in the absence of a shared conception of a social whole, there is now 
“methodological hegemony.” This is maintained through the operation by 
the “top twenty” sociology departments of a “labor cartel,” which operates in 
tandem with cartel control by these departments over the “top” two journals, 
American Journal of Sociology and American Sociological Review, publish-
ing in which is necessary to get a job in a top twenty department, alongside 
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having a PhD from a top twenty department. Hence, a hyper-normal science 
reigns, in which the collapse of the intellectual and social foundations from 
sociology as normal science has been responded to by further entrenching a 
disciplinary normal science model. This model is guarded rigorously despite 
the complete emptiness of content in terms of a coherent conception of 
society.187 The institutional culture of “mainstream” American sociology is 
encapsulated by a graduate student interviewed by Schmidt, who describes 
being discouraged from questioning canonical assumptions: “ ‘So our whole 
goal is just to write articles for journals?’ Basically the response was, There 
are only five good journals in sociology. You want to publish in those. And 
you’re right, that’s all your work in sociology is.”188 In the face of philo-
sophical challenges from hermeneutics, phenomenology, ethnomethodology, 
reflexive sociology, feminism, and the sociology of scientific knowledge, 
positivism has dug itself in by simply refusing to engage with these ideas and 
by delegitimizing the entire discourse of theory. An anti-intellectual hostility 
to theory is the primary way in which mainstream sociology has maintained 
its boundaries in response to its theoretical weaknesses. In the process, it 
has become increasingly self-referential, insular, divorced from the broader 
intellectual culture, actively hostile to the humanities, and unquestioning of 
the technocratic liberalism which tacitly provides its taken-for-granted world-
view, despite the growing crisis of this political outlook.189 “Mainstream” 
sociology exhibits the hyper-formalized qualities of “performative acts of 
reproducing authoritative forms” which Yurchak suggests are aspects of 
hypernormalization.190 Richard Biernacki suggests a ritualistic quality to the 
ways in which sociologists seek to mimic the techniques of the natural sci-
ences and so reduce to measurable units the complexity of the meaningful 
cultural worlds made by human beings.191

Alongside hyper-normal sociology, there has been the development of 
what Turner calls “post-normal sociology.” This is post-normal in that it 
is post-positivist. It results from the intellectual crisis of positivism, and 
the related crisis of Keynesian-welfarist technocracy. The Kuhnian critique 
of positivist philosophy inspired an anti-positivist sociology of scientific 
knowledge and undercut the intellectual justification for positivism both in its 
expression in functionalism and in the hyper-valuation of quantitative meth-
ods.192 However, as Turner observes, “All of this was ignored by mainstream 
sociology.” The way in which the critique of positivism did find expression 
in sociology was in the growth of gender studies and feminist sociology. 
Turner argues that feminist sociology was able to derive legitimacy within 
the field by presenting itself as an alternative paradigm alongside mainstream 
sociology, buoyed by ideas, outside the mainstream, of a “multi-paradigm” 
sociology. The feminist paradigm was justified by a standpoint theory of 
knowledge on the basis of which it was argued that women’s experience had 
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been hitherto excluded from the male-dominated profession, which clearly 
was true as the Schwendingers showed in their critique of early American 
sociology. On egalitarian and intellectual grounds (merged in standpoint 
theory), the claim was that only female sociologists, pursuing feminist meth-
ods, could give voice to women’s experience. Multi-paradigm sociology was, 
therefore, justified on the ground of the incommensurability of standpoints in 
society. Kuhnian relativism fit with, and arguably entailed a conception of 
social life as made up of multiple incommensurable paradigms or forms of 
life. The implication is that it requires being a member of a particular identity 
category to understand and sociologically represent that category. In 1972, 
Merton criticized this view, as it had emerged especially in black studies, as 
a “new credentialism.”193 The new credentialism emerged with the collapse of 
structural-functionalism because both represent the breakdown of the concep-
tion of society as a coherent whole along the lines of Durkheim’s conscience 
collective, or as an integrated system of meanings and values. The very topic 
field of sociology, society, splinters into a kaleidoscope of points of view 
which cannot be represented by sociology in any sense as a whole. Post-
normal sociology has splintered off from sociology as a discipline into vari-
ous forms of cultural studies (ethnic studies, black studies, chicano studies, 
women’s studies, gender studies, disability studies, queer theory, critical race 
theory) which can be even more self-referential. They exhibit what Yurchak 
calls “hegemony of form” and “rhetorical circularity” over substance in their 
performative, ritualistic use of specialized jargon, which has made them an 
easy target for “over-identifying” hoaxes.194

In the process that Giddens calls the “double hermeneutic,” the contorted 
language of these self-referential academic communities has become part of 
the institutional life of the post-normal nation-state and the mediating insti-
tutions.195 Acceptance of a hypernormalized contortion of language becomes 
necessary for employment in PMC positions and the training of employees 
and supervision in their use of this language becomes a new angle of mana-
gerial surveillance and control of the workforce by the PMC.196 The under-
mining of basic sex categories as “man” and “woman,” which has gained 
traction from activism and legitimacy from academic queer studies, is pro-
foundly destabilizing of ontological security, as well as the physical safety 
of women.197 The pressure to accept the official anti-realism is a means of 
ensuring more generalized compliance. Hence post-normal sociology proves 
useful as mental shock doctrine, accommodating people to a new episte-
mology that, in its paradoxical “anti-essentialist” essentialism, absolutism, 
and intolerance for dissent, opposes and undermines the culture of critical 
discourse. The recent turn by the American power elite to the advocacy of 
internet censorship, euphemistically called “content moderation,” is indica-
tive of the potential that Gouldner identified for the “New Class” to turn 
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away from its earlier opposition to censorship: “as a cultural bourgeoisie with 
its own vested interests, it may wish to limit discussion to members of its 
own elite”198 As the twists and turns of official thought become increasingly 
jarring, compliance becomes increasingly performative. A general fog of 
mistrust, that is, legitimation crisis, spreads across people’s relationship with 
the mediating institutions. Whereas Yaron Ezrahi points to Hans Christian 
Anderson’s fable of “The Emperor’s New Clothes” as the quintessential par-
able for modernity, the transformation traced in The Descent of Icarus, has 
now completed itself as the PMC gender ideology calls on people to distrust 
the evidence of their senses in favor of another’s inappellable rendition of 
their authentic inner voice. The modern norm of transparency is inverted.199 
Correct usage of the official language is important for the PMC, since these 
are most fundamentally as Schmidt argues “ideological workers”: “These 
jobs require strict adherence to an assigned point of view, and so a prereq-
uisite for employment is the willingness and ability to exercise . . . ideo-
logical discipline.”200 Attacking vernacular realism and requiring phantastic 
jargon amplifies the power of this stratum, while tightening its ideological 
self-discipline.201

Turner argues that it is precisely the hypernormalization of sociology (or 
what Steven Shapin has equivalently referred to as its hyper-professionalism) 
that has prevented the discipline from having any answer to the fragmentation 
of its field of study into multitudinous identity-based concerns. Sociology’s 
substantive domain of study fragments and dissipates. As a discipline, soci-
ology becomes less of a voice on topics that are institutionalized in separate 
departments and interdisciplinary programs. Sociology commands its retreat-
ing boundaries via methodological hegemony. Turner suggests that sociol-
ogy as a discipline turns a deaf ear to critiques that it has lost the theoretical 
ammunition to answer:

The limited consequence of this critique for conventional sociology is explained 
by the fact that American sociology as it has developed has so little theoretical 
content . . . Despite the lack of impact [on the “mainstream”] of these feminist 
ideas, after Merton’s abortive response to the claims of Black Studies, the idea 
of a standpoint distinctive to groups was never made a subject of contestation 
by elite sociologists.202

So hyper-normal sociology does not recognize that since Gouldner pub-
lished The Coming Crisis, it has been running “a worker bee culture of 
productivity alone,” producing statistically sophisticated articles without 
building any substantive theory.203 Mainstream sociology is like a cartoon 
character running furiously in mid-air, staying aloft just so long as it doesn’t 
look down.
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Identity politics (including especially the fracturing intersectional post-
modern forms of post-identity identity politics), expressed in post-normal 
sociology, reflect the crisis and transformation of the mediating role of the 
social sciences as a result of globalization: the decline of the social ordering 
functions of the nation-state and of the broad array of mediating institutions 
supported by the nation-state, including the universities. This crisis was 
reflected in the collapse of the sociological language of society as a whole 
and it is associated with the loss of the sense and reality of a public in the 
Deweyan and Habermasian senses as discussed by Giroux. The demise of the 
sociological language of the whole is bound up with the economic and politi-
cal processes that have produced crisis in the public university.

THE UNIVERSITY CAUGHT IN THE CONTRADICTION 
BETWEEN NATION-STATE AND GLOBAL ECONOMY

The collapse of sociology’s society, that is, society as a nation-state, under 
the pressure of neoliberalism and globalization, produces a crisis in the 
legitimacy of the mediating institutions that exist under the umbrella of 
the nation-state. The university is in particular tension in this regard. The 
research university developed in close relationship with the nation-state, 
both serving and deriving legitimacy from the nation-state.204 Universities 
were, as George Caffentzis argues, a key institution in the “human capital 
strategy” of Keynesianism, as evident in the California Master Plan and 
Clark Kerr’s conception of the “multiversity.”205 The reconfiguration of 
universities from providing public goods within a Keynesian context to 
privatizing education and commodifying knowledge is directly connected 
into the broader crisis of Keynesianism and reconfiguration of capital at the 
global level. Universities have globalized their operations as a response to 
declining state support (e.g., American and British universities with cam-
puses in China and Dubai), as well as drawing increasing funding from 
international students.206 The globalization of the university, a feature of 
the neoliberal model, corresponds with the globalization of the productive 
forces, an expression of the advanced socialization of the productive forces. 
The globalization of science has followed from the globalization of the pro-
ductive forces.207 As Marx said, “society’s science,” or “general intellect,” 
or the “general productive forces of the social brain” integrates production 
into the social process extending beyond the factory, so that production far 
exceeds the wage relationship and the law of value.208 This is a form of the 
contradiction between socialized production and private appropriation. This 
contradiction is ramified and reflected in the contradiction between global 
economy and the nation-state and, hence, in imperialism as the capitalist 
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solution to this contradiction. The globalized university is caught up in this 
contradiction.

As universities became part of capital’s solution to the problem of growing 
international competition and crises of productivity growth and the declining 
rate of profit, they were integrated into the processes of economic globaliza-
tion, part of a global market in education, research, and scientific labor. The 
importance of science for military technology is a bond between the univer-
sity and the military needs of the nation-state, which provides funding for 
those reasons. At the same time, the relationship between universities and 
high-tech corporations puts the university in a network that extends to the 
global weapons market.209 The contradiction between the globalized economy 
of the university and its continuing integration with the nation-state puts the 
university in a tension-ridden position. This is expressed in, for example, 
current security scares about Chinese researchers in the United States. It may 
also be seen in extreme form in the conflict between the Trump administra-
tion and the World Health Organization and in the relation between vaccine 
skepticism and right wing extremely nationalistic politics. It may be seen in 
the ways in which, as Susan L. Robinson and Matias Nestore argue, the neo-
liberal knowledge economy manifested and promoted in universities shuts 
out a whole section of society who are not credentialed and whose humili-
ation is entailed by the self-sanctifying neoliberalism of the professional-
managerial stratum.210

The neoliberal transformation of universities in service of economic com-
petitiveness within the global economy refutes the claim of new class theory 
that intellectuals, scientific and technical experts, bureaucrats, and managers, 
who possess knowledge rather than capital, inexorably rise within capitalism 
to displace the owners of capital from the pinnacle of power. New class the-
ory entails that knowledge, rather than capital, becomes the primary medium 
of power in modern society. While it has taken many forms, from Mikhail 
Bakunin’s anarchist critique of Marx to Max Weber’s theory of bureaucracy 
to theories of the Soviet Union as bureaucratic collectivist or state capitalist to 
New Left criticisms of technocracy to neo-conservative criticism of the wel-
fare state and governmental bureaucracy, new class theory coheres around the 
notion of knowledge replacing capital as the primary source of social power. 
New class theory may be understood as a critical corollary of the sociological 
conceptualizations of modernity that treat modern societies as being primar-
ily characterized by scientific rationality rather than capitalism. Put another 
way, it is the negative corollary of the positive technocratic utopian visions 
of post-industrial society and post-capitalism.211 New class theory went along 
with convergence theories which conceptualized the capitalist societies of 
the West converging with the Soviet Union on a bureaucratic statist model.212 
This was a theoretical framework that emerged from the social-theoretical 
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reflection of the social forms of welfarist capitalism or social democracy and 
Stalinism that characterized the mid-twentieth century. The conditions for 
plausibility of new class theory have been drastically undercut by the insti-
tutional transformations that have accompanied globalization, especially the 
transformation of the university which is the core institution of the scientific 
elites, credentialed experts, and professionals.

Gouldner developed his reflexive sociology along the lines of a theory of 
intellectuals as a new class that is set apart from other classes by its culture of 
critical discourse.213 Gouldner saw a utopian dimension to the rise of the new 
class and argued that the new class was potentially a “universal class,” in the 
sense of representing and carrying with it the universal interest of humanity. 
However, it was a “flawed universal class.” Gouldner offered critical support 
to the new class project of the intellectuals:

The New Class is elitist and self-seeking and uses its special knowledge to 
advance its own interests and power, and control its own work situation. Yet 
the New Class may also be the best card that history has presently given us to 
play.214

Whereas Weber’s project was to give class consciousness to the German 
bourgeoisie, Gouldner’s was to provide class consciousness to the emerging 
new class of intellectuals. To overcome its flaw, it needed to become con-
scious of itself, through reflexive sociology.

Gouldner explicitly rejected a view of intellectuals as allies of the “old” 
capitalist class or as “servants of power,” views he associated with Noam 
Chomsky and Maurice Zeitlin. The New Class, Gouldner wrote, “is substan-
tially more powerful and independent than Chomsky suggests.”215 Chomsky 
has withstood the test of time on this, while Gouldner has not. Lawrence 
King and Iván Szelényi assert, contra Gouldner, that “professionalism . . . is 
the ideology of the intellectual stratum that guarantees that this stratum does 
not represent any meaningful, significant challenge to the dominant capitalist 
class.”216 Gouldner’s belief in the independence of interest of the New Class 
from the bourgeoisie was shaped in the context of postwar Keynesianism 
and the welfare state. As with the limitations of his understanding of the 
crisis of sociology, Gouldner failed to comprehend the transformation that 
was underway as he was writing toward the reassertion of the primacy of the 
market. This reassertion involved undermining the mediating institutions that 
managed the compromise with the working class and supported the somewhat 
independent institutional base of power for knowledge elites or intellectuals. 
The underpinning, by the Keynesian welfare state, of the autonomous power 
of intellectuals (even while, as Gouldner argued, it tethered intellectuals to 
its structures) was connected with the welfare state’s technocratic character. 
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Technocracy was attacked by both the New Left and the New Right.217 An 
aspect of the rise of neoliberalism was the attack from the right, informed 
by neo-conservative iterations of new class theory combined with public 
choice theory, on the perceived power of the new class.218 Another aspect 
of neoliberalism was the transformation of the universities to reorient them 
from the provision of public goods to the privatization and commodification 
of knowledge. In the process, a section of the technical intelligentsia has been 
integrated into the capitalist class, as “entrepreneurial scientists.” At the same 
time, the university has a large precarious proletariat, or what Herb Childress 
calls the “adjunct underclass.”219 Hence, neoliberalism has pulled apart the 
professional-managerial class, particularly to the detriment of its more pro-
fessionally oriented members, increasing this stratum’s sense of insecurity.220

As opposed to the technocratic ethos of postwar Keynesianism, neolib-
eralism as ideology holds that the superior processor of information is the 
market itself.221 This ideology reflects and legitimizes the growing demand 
of the owners of capital to take control over the production of knowledge 
and to suppress the scope for independent action by producers of knowledge, 
that is, intellectuals. In so doing, the capitalist class sought to directly trans-
fer their monetary capital into epistemic capital.222 The commodification of 
science and the privatization of education is a direct assertion of capitalist 
class power.223 The university and the PMC or so-called New Class is tied 
by chains of capital to the bourgeoisie. But this generates tension in the uni-
versity’s relationship to the nation-state. The university is caught between 
globalized capital and the nation-state. Independence of the “new class” 
from capital was made possible by the embedding of intellectuals within the 
institutional framework of the nation-state and the mediating institutions sup-
ported by the nation-state. The decline of the independence of intellectuals 
from capital (and the emerging class division among intellectuals between 
the capitalized and the proletarianized) follows from the declining power of 
nation-state institutions in relation to global capital. Under globalization, the 
price system took back the ground it had lost to the social engineers.224

There is no solution within the framework of bourgeois relations to the 
contradiction between science as universal and national or between global 
economy and nation-state. This is because the nation-state is the bourgeosie’s 
only solution to the problem of order and nationalism is its only solution to 
the problem of meaning. However, the productive forces have outgrown the 
nation-state and science has along with them outgrown the national scale, with 
international collaboration and facilities. The Covid-19 pandemic not only 
demonstrates the contradiction between the real material global integration 
of the human species and the national political organization of the species. 
It also shows the contradiction between global science and national govern-
ment. The mobilization of science by the nation-state always ties science to 
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the dynamics of imperialism, whether in the form of vaccine nationalism or 
in the form of military research. The nation-state and nationalism are today 
clearly fetters on the development of the productive forces most clearly in the 
case of science. However, bourgeois society has no solution to the problem of 
order other than these. As a result, the advanced development of the produc-
tive forces and of science disorganizes rather than orders the world.
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RISK AND DREAD

Giddens argues that the rationalizing forces of modernity have produced self-
undermining unintended consequences. Ravetz’s distinction between normal 
and post-normal science parallels Giddens’s distinction between simple and 
reflexive modernization.1 Simple modernization is the development of mod-
ern societies based on the equation of progress with the linear increase in 
knowledge and technology. This assumption has been challenged not only by 
the emergence of devastating ecological risks but also by the release of ethi-
cal energies suppressed by modernity. Giddens illuminates how the rational-
izing processes of modern societies suppressed existential dilemmas. As the 
rational systems of modernity replaced tradition in the organization of social 
life, the traditional patterns of behavior and thought, including religion, that 
helped to assuage terrors of death, chaos and separateness, were weakened. 
But modern capitalist societies could not offer new ethical solutions in place 
of tradition. Instead, the growth of modern rational systems was accompanied 
by positivist thought which treated ethical questions as meaningless in terms 
of the rational criteria this thought framework valorized. Positivism stigma-
tized as arbitrary ethical thought that tried to make sense of human experi-
ence in relation to its basic existential realities of death and separateness. It 
provided no foundations on the basis of which these existential dilemmas 
could be resolved and which could allow the escape from the uncertainty 
and chaos that such dilemmas expose. Modernity has created terrifying new 
dangers, especially nuclear warfare and climate change, while stripping away 
the cultural narratives and practices by which human beings have rendered 
mortality meaningful. “This unique conjunction of the banal and the apoca-
lyptic,” Giddens exclaims, “this is the world that capitalism has fashioned.”2

Chapter 2

From the Pathology of Normalcy 
to the Normalcy of Pathology
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Instead, modern societies remove from everyday life the immediate causes 
of existential anxiety through what Giddens, drawing on the work of Elias 
and Foucault, calls “the sequestration of experience.”3 The internal pacifica-
tion of societies by centralized nation-states, substantially (though of course 
incompletely, unevenly and unequally) removing violence from everyday 
experience, combines with the control and removal of illness, death, and 
madness through medicine and hospitalization. Engineered urban environ-
ments accomplish the “smoothing” of everyday experience from the inter-
ruptions of natural forces. Modern systems of sanitation, energy production 
and distribution, infrastructure, and medicine, in other words the instrumental 
control of nature through scientific, technological, and organizational sys-
tems, allow for the practices of daily life to be routinized and predictable. 
This routinization produces a specifically modern form of everyday banality. 
This banality is the protection that modernity offers against dread of chaos 
and death. Modernity’s protective banalization of everyday life is fragile pre-
cisely because it protects only as long as it works successfully in background-
ing the sources of terror. Once these are exposed and intrude, modernity has 
no answers because it has degraded all traditional ethico-religious answers as 
arbitrary and meaningless. The problem of technological risk, therefore, for 
example, risks of technological accidents or of poisoning from the toxic side 
effects of the chemicals used to make life modern life clean and convenient, 
is that these risks expose individuals and society to the suppressed sources 
of dread. This existential dimension of risk is systematically masked by the 
ways in which risk is itself subjected to rational calculation. The scientific 
representatives of these systems of calculation are intolerant of the existen-
tial implications. But these existential implications are why it is so important 
for modernity to suppress such risks and also to explain them away through 
highly restricted rationalized quantitative sense-making. For modernity has 
no answers to the existential dilemmas these risks expose.

Existential dilemmas, Giddens argues, arise from the contradictory nature 
of the human condition. He writes, “Human life is contradictory in the sense 
that the human being, as Dasein, originates and disappears into the world 
of Being, the world of nature, yet as a conscious, reflective agent is the 
negation of the inorganic.”4 Giddens’s account, while relying more directly 
on Heidegger, has close affinity with the philosophical anthropology that 
underlay the psychoanalytic sociology of Fromm.5 For Fromm also, the 
human being is an inherently contradictory being, and the existential needs 
and dilemmas of humanity arise from this contradictory character of human 
existence. The human being is contradictory by virtue of existing both within 
and outside nature. The human being is a biological animal and in that sense a 
material being continuous with the rest of nature. Human beings are also self-
conscious beings, aware of the inevitability of their own death, and therefore 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 4:04 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



91From the Pathology of Normalcy to the Normalcy of Pathology

experience themselves as individuals set apart from the world around them. 
This separateness is necessarily a source of deep unease because it entails 
vulnerability and is closely bound up with the possibility of death. It further 
entails the possibility and necessity of choice and action and, therefore, of 
making sense of, and dealing with, the seeming chaos of the world. This 
separateness places the human being in a basic, original condition of negative 
freedom, to the extent that the human being is free from instinctual determi-
nations. Fromm argues that this condition of separateness, and the negative 
freedom that accompanies it, is a condition of unbearable tension in which 
the individual cannot rest. The anxiety that necessarily accompanies separ-
ateness and freedom spurs the individual to escape from this condition and 
seek belonging and unity. However, this search for belonging may simply 
negate and nullify individual separateness and the potentiality that arises from 
human self-consciousness and freedom. The search for belonging and unity 
may be regressive and lead even to the rejection of life for the ultimate return 
to nature in the form of death.6

So the problem facing all human beings is to move from negative freedom 
not into a state of oneness that denies freedom, but toward a higher state 
in which freedom is compatible with belonging. This is what Fromm calls 
positive freedom. This higher form of freedom cannot be achieved by the 
individual alone. It can only be achieved as a social condition, in the form 
of a society that can cultivate human freedom such that individual free-
dom is no longer a zero-sum game as in the Hobbesian state of nature and 
security does not entail the stifling of freedom. It was for this reason that 
Fromm was a socialist and a humanist Marxist. The condition of positive 
freedom requires precisely what Marx and Engels called communism when 
they wrote in The Manifesto of the Communist Party, “In place of the old 
bourgeois society with its classes and class antagonisms, we shall have an 
association, in which the free development of each is the condition for the 
free development of all.”7

Giddens writes that “The mediator of the contradictory character of human 
existence is society itself.”8 This points to the fact that the problem of finding 
meaning in the world is not only an individual problem but also a problem 
for society. The human being was never an individual alone. Homo sapiens 
evolved only as part of a pattern of evolution of ape-like forebears and earlier 
hominids who were themselves social animals. The solution to the terror of 
reality as a separate isolated individual was therefore present in the indi-
vidual’s existence within the group. This is in two ways: firstly, the group 
really protects the individual from death, not ultimately, of course, but tem-
porarily. It is within the group, as a social being, that the human being is able 
to harness nature to their needs. But the psychological protection of religion 
is also a social accomplishment, produced and sustained by the group. The 
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only solution to the terror of the individual is the group. And there is no self-
conscious human individual outside the human group. This is an important 
dimension of what Marx referred to as the unique existence of the human 
being as a “species being.” It is the universality of the human being that 
arises from what Harry Collins calls our “socialness” and from the complex 
language that both develops from and makes possible this socialness.9

Language and socialness are co-constitutive, in the sense that they are each 
dependent on the other. Human language is embedded in socialness and it 
is this that makes it possible to understand a language and a statement in a 
language. This is the key to meaning. As Wittgenstein said, the meaning of a 
statement is a feature of a form of life, in which that statement is embedded, 
in which it has meaning. A form of life is a biological species, a collection of 
living things who are language speakers, and, within that, a social community 
that uses a particular language. Words have meaning not as an internal formal 
relation but in their use in particular social contexts.10

We are opaque to each other as individuals.11 What we have sensory access 
to about the other person is their physical bodily appearance. Expressions and 
bodily forms of discipline and movement are socially shaped and interpreted 
as social cues. But the inner mental states of the other are hidden from us. 
At the same time, it is the other’s mental states that are the most accessible 
to us. This is in the sense that, to the extent that thoughts are constructed and 
shaped by conceptual frames and these conceptual frames are formulated in 
language, these concepts, and the thinking with these concepts, are intrinsi-
cally shared and social. The form of life is a way of living in the world, a 
way of being in the world, a way of experiencing the world, a way of making 
sense of the world. The form of life is a world in itself, in the sense that it 
is a shared subjectivity that arises in and is reinforced by shared, collective 
practices. A form of life is a way of living in which certain things exist and 
other things don’t for those people. A form of life is in that sense an ontol-
ogy, for those people. It also contains an epistemology——an understanding 
of what is knowledge and how to go about getting valid knowledge. So a 
form of life is also a way of acquiring knowledge about the world. A form 
of life makes knowledge as such possible. So forms of life make knowledge 
possible and create knowledge, and therefore ways of engaging with the real 
world. But forms of life are also ways of being that construct second “reali-
ties,” a cultural second nature, which is a socially constructed reality. Human 
experience of reality is not the whole of reality. The subjective state involved 
in and shaped by that form of life is something different from reality itself.

Therefore, being in a form of life also removes the human being from 
reality, even as it cognizes reality. The human existence in a cultural world 
makes us aware of our separateness from the rest of nature and separates us 
from reality. The human being inhabits a social subjectivity that is a symbolic 
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order by which the human organism’s relationship with the reality of nature is 
socially mediated. Ted R. Vaughan and Gideon Sjoberg write,

We take the capacity for social reflectivity to be the most essential characteristic 
of humankind. This capacity, socially shaped and developed within particular 
institutions and structures, instills the potential to transcend particular settings. 
It is this capacity, to simultaneously shape and be shaped by social reality, that 
is the distinguishing feature of humanness—the capacity, problematic though it 
may be, to be consciously aware of the process of reflectivity.12

This conception is closely compatible with Collins’s conception of social-
ness, emphasizing language as the key to the polimorphic rather than 
mimeomorphic character of human action.13 It is an important feature of 
polimorphic action that it is not a mechanical reproduction. Polimorphic 
action takes its form from the polis, in other words the collective in which 
the actor is socially embedded. Socialness is the quality of being capable of 
being, as Vaughan and Sjoberg put it, “shaped by social reality.” And it is 
also necessarily the capacity to “shape . . . social reality.” Socialness is the 
capacity to exist within a socially constructed reality. It is human to exist 
within (and therefore participate in) a social second nature, which is only 
possible by existing within a human collective. Polimorphic action is not a 
mechanical copy precisely because, by virtue of socialness, by virtue of the 
actor’s existence within a polis, the human actor is able to recognize context 
and what that context implies for the meaning of the action. Hence human, 
that is, polimorphic, action is open to change as the human being engages 
with, and participates in making, new contexts. So it may be said that it is 
precisely what makes a form of life that makes it possible to change a form 
of life. Hence, socialness, both expressed in and made possible by language, 
is what makes it possible to exist within a social reality and to be able to 
reflexively change that reality.

One could say, instead of human beings having language, that human 
beings are language, in that language is essential to the particularly human 
way of experiencing the world. But it is also true that humans are fire and 
are cooked food. These are not only things that we have but qualities of our 
being in the sense both of being in nature, and being in and among other 
human beings, that make us what we are. What constitutes our separation 
from nature (and our negative freedom in that sense) is also technology, and 
in that sense labor, as Engels argued in his essay “The Part Played by Labour 
in the Transition from Ape to Man” in Dialectics of Nature.14 By their mate-
rial engagement with, and transformation of, nature, human beings separate 
themselves from nature. A separation is created by virtue of the ability to 
bring nature under control. The human is no longer in nature and at its mercy, 
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but apart from it. The human being creates a more hospitable humanized 
nature that excludes brute, wild nature and creates a human space, even if this 
is merely a circle around a fire.

Therefore, both materially and symbolically, the human community is 
itself the solution to the very problem to which human socialness, or the 
human community itself, and the existence of the individual as a singulariza-
tion of that community, gives rise. We wouldn’t be terrified of separateness 
if we weren’t social beings. We wouldn’t achieve as much separateness if 
we weren’t social beings. We wouldn’t be aware of our separateness if we 
weren’t social beings. And in our socialness we are not separate.

The human community holds the individual apart from the world. It cre-
ates a world in the world. In this cultural world, the human being’s separate-
ness from nature is at the same time unification with the socially constructed 
world of culture, the world made by human beings. This social world has 
been reflected and represented in religion which, Peter Berger argues, forms 
a “sacred canopy” enclosing the human world from chaotic reality and creat-
ing an orderly symbolic universe which protects individuals from existential 
terror.15 If, as Durkheim suggested, religion is the image of society, in its 
transcendence of the individual, projected as a transcendent super-nature, this 
fetishization of society is also the cognition of society and at the same time its 
constitution in the sense of being made cognizable, given a tangible “reality” 
by its representation. In the form of the sacred canopy, it is society itself that 
stands between the individual and the brutal chaos of reality.

Negative freedom did not and does not exist before society. Rather, the 
individual’s freedom from instinctual determination and from nature arises 
from the sociality of the individual and this sociality carries in itself the solu-
tion to the problem of separateness that accompanies individual freedom. One 
is only separate because one is not separate. One is only separate because 
one is social and to the extent that one is social one is not negatively free. 
The individual’s actions are not free from external interference because the 
individual themselves is not free from the influence of society within them-
selves——the internalization of society. The terror of separateness, therefore, 
must be the terror not of a preexisting existential separateness, but of the loss 
of preexisting connectedness. Therefore, the terror of separateness is terror of 
abandonment, banishment, being lost, and being left alone. It is, fundamen-
tally, separation anxiety.

Separation anxiety is terror of what the individual is not. The human 
individual is a social being. The human individual is therefore not separate. 
The human individual is not alone before nature but interacts with nature in 
a socially organized and mediated way. But the individual can be separated 
from the group and, if so, is then confronted with their extreme vulnerabil-
ity as an individual. To be alone is to be a social being, alone. It is society 
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that has separated one from the rest of the world, that has granted one self-
awareness; outside society, this self-awareness is terror. Alone, banished, 
abandoned, left behind, one is face to face with one’s own contradictory 
being, as a social individual, as a finite infinity, as the only being in the 
world that can, as Fromm said, feel itself to be homeless. As Fromm put it, 
the human is “an anomaly, the freak of the universe . . . He is set apart while 
being a part.”16

Societies banish as punishment. Groups shun and ostracize deviant mem-
bers. The United States uses solitary imprisonment routinely as punishment, 
and it destroys prisoners’ minds. Banishment was a way of killing.17 For 
human beings, separation is death. While Ernest Becker suggests that the 
dread of death is at the root of the human condition, and Fromm emphasizes 
the dread of separateness as the existential anxiety motivating the “escape 
from freedom,” Fromm also connects this to the dread of death, and Becker 
was profoundly influenced by Fromm. The two things—separateness and 
death—are inextricably related.18 Death makes one separate. It separates the 
individual from the group, which goes on living. The immortal soul in the 
mortal body is the social mind in the individual body.19 The individual as 
finite infinity is an individual body that will die, but what this body was in 
life was a living embodiment of social relations. Therefore, the individual is 
both mortal body and immortal “spirit” but this “spirit” is the complex social-
ness of the human organism. It would be wrong to think of this socialness as 
“the mind.” It is very much diffused throughout the body in the sense that the 
body enacts in gesture the sociality of the individual, social mind is material-
ized in neural pathways, senses pick up the social cues and communications 
that others give and, as Goffman said, “give off.” The individual brain is 
engaging in what Edward Hutchins calls “distributed cognition” in the web 
of human social mind.20 This brain is the materialization of sociality, in that it 
has evolved as a social brain and its physical structure reflects that. Of course, 
the brain is also the materialization of prehuman and pre-social evolution, 
and Freud’s supposition of the conflict between basic instinctual drives and 
more developed forms of social thought and behavior that involve restraint 
on primitive compulsions is in its essence compatible with a biological and 
neuroscientific understanding of the evolution of the brain. The individual is 
the material instantiation of billions of years of biological evolution out of 
which the human organism emerged. The individual is the material instantia-
tion of hundreds of thousands of years of cultural evolution of Homo sapiens, 
the outcome of which is the technological and complex global culture that 
exists today and which the individual also embodies. The individual is a finite 
being, which will die, but also part of wholes that exist beyond them in both 
space and time. These wholes are in them as much as they as individuals are 
parts of these wholes. The individual is a part of the social whole but also 
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embodies that whole as a whole.21 The individual is not a fragment, but an 
instance of that whole.

But the individual is also a mere mortal fragment. Separated off from the 
larger web of interactions, the individual does not have the interactions, com-
munications, routines, and collective rituals, that serve not only to give off 
comforting and exciting warmth of the nearness of human bodies, but also to 
reinforce the pattern of social illusion, the sacred canopy of culture, which 
provides a more snug environment than reality. Culture reflects these fears 
but it renders them manageable in part by symbolizing them, placing them 
in a narrative, and making sense of them. Culture, and therefore the human 
being as a cultural being, is a patterning pattern, that is, what Pierre Bourdieu 
calls a “structuring structure,” or Giddens calls structuration.22 The individual 
goes out of pattern when they are out of the loop. Being in the loop, in the 
sense of being plugged into the web of social interaction, keeps you in the 
loop in the sense that it keeps you repeating the rhymes and rhythms of the 
continually collectively reproduced social unreality.23

In modern societies with a complex economy, division of labor, and cul-
tural pluralism, individuals inhabit many overlapping collectivities.24 This 
makes the individual both more and less social (“less” only in the sense of 
having greater autonomy as an individual). The growing complexity of the 
social figuration (as Elias put it) that constitutes the individual reflects the 
increasing geographical reach and intricate interdependence of human rela-
tions, which are ultimately rooted in productive relations.25 It reflects the 
growth of the productive capacities of labor, the growth of the productive 
forces, and the growing integration of the human species over the entire 
planet. The increasing complexity of human social relations is the becom-
ing of the human species as a species being, in other words, a global human 
species that is intricately interconnected and aware of itself as a species, and 
able to act as a species.26

At the same time, however, the individual is desocialized, rendered less 
social. Capitalist relations, the relations not only of the workplace but of 
everyday life in capitalist society, mediated by “cash nexus,” break ties of 
community, place, and tradition. The individual is freed by the weakening 
of these ties, and by the growing complexity of ties, which enable choice 
between identities and self-presentations. Identities and roles become 
less total, less taken-for-granted, and lose much of their power over the 
individual, who is able, as Goffman showed in micro-interactional detail, 
to approach them with cynical distance.27 Identities become role perfor-
mances. Individuals are freed from the patterns and ties of Gemeinschaft 
and propelled into the impersonal nexus of Gesellschaft. This distinction 
between personal closely knit bonds of community and the more abstract, 
impersonal connections of modern marketized and bureaucratized society, 
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and the concern that it implies about the production of an antisocial indi-
vidualism, goes back to the origins of sociology, especially in Ferdinand 
Tönnies and Emile Durkheim.28 It is one of the core insights of sociology 
and foundational for understanding what makes modernity distinctive, and 
for appreciating the dialectical tension between the positively liberating and 
negatively alienating implications of modern capitalism’s transformation of 
sociality.29

For Fromm, writing in mid-twentieth-century America, the fundamental 
problem facing individuals was that the patterns of everyday life of modern 
society failed to provide meaningful solutions to the problem of separateness. 
The alienated patterns to which bureaucratic corporate-monopoly capitalism 
demanded conformity excluded and denied the human need for meaning. 
These were patterns adherence to which required, in exchange for the security 
offered by its routines, accommodating oneself to a banal order that discon-
nected one from the existential problems and sources of meaning. In his 1955 
book A Sane Society, Fromm criticized the lack of sanity of the bureaucratic 
and consumer society that demanded conformity to such alienated and alien-
ating patterns. He wrote:

Many psychiatrists and psychologists refuse to entertain the idea that society as 
a whole may be lacking in sanity. They hold that the problem of mental health 
in a society is only that of the number of “unadjusted” individuals, and not that 
of a possible unadjustment of the culture itself . . . [The] latter problem [is] not 
with individual pathology, but with the pathology of normalcy, particularly with 
the pathology of contemporary Western society.30

Fromm was a critic of the dominant psychoanalytic and psychiatric con-
ception of normalcy. He opposed the way in which psychoanalysis had been 
interpreted and pursued in America, in which mental health was equated with 
adjustment to prevailing social norms and expectations.31 For example, a 
“mental hygiene” textbook from 1949 states,

The conservation of mental health is largely a problem of providing satisfactory 
outlets for the individual’s basic urges, providing a balanced or harmonious 
adjustment of the various urges to one another, and adjusting the individual’s 
egocentric drives to the cultural demands of the family and the community.32

Fromm’s criticism of the conceptualization of normal as opposed to 
pathological in the understanding of mental health was based on his critical 
evaluation of the very forms of behavior and patterns of thought that were 
counted as normal. The critique of bourgeois society and of everyday life, as 
constructed and reproduced within capitalism was also, necessarily, a critique 
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of the standards of health and assumptions about how to live that reflected 
and legitimized this society.33

The emphasis of Fromm’s critique was on the social psychology of confor-
mity, the “escape from freedom” into the sado-masochistic authoritarianism 
of fascism and into the passive “automaton conformity” of modern bureau-
cracies.34 The pathology of normalcy was the underlying isolation of the 
individual and condition of estrangement that underlay and was masked by 
social conformity. Today, the problem facing individuals is different, for the 
contradictions of capitalism as a global system have reached a point such that 
they have undermined even the alienated order that this society offered as 
normalcy. In what Bauman has called “liquid modernity,” the problem fac-
ing the individual is that there are no stable patterns to which to conform.35 
The psychology of conformity is replaced by the psychology of narcissism, 
promoted by consumer culture. Narcissism is a psychic defense mechanism, 
providing protection in a world in which other sources of ontological security 
are lost. The conformist “marketing character” is superseded by what Lauren 
Langman and Maureen Ryan have called the “carnival character,” who 
escapes alienation into momentary transgressive hedonism.36

WILDING IN POST-NORMAL AND 
POST-NATIONAL CAPITALISM

While the capitalist cash nexus destroyed preexisting, traditional forms of 
belongingness, bourgeois society promoted a new locus for belonging in the 
form of the nation-state. The ideology of nationalism, promoted by the state 
itself as civil religion, takes on some of the security-giving functions of reli-
gion. The reconstitution of solidarity at the level of the nation-state not only 
serves to legitimize the state institutions by creating emotional attachment to 
these institutions but also fulfills existential needs of the individual cast adrift 
from traditional attachments. This individual is able to overcome the terror of 
separateness by reconceiving their attachment at this more abstract level of 
the nation-state, which in the ideology of nationalism is given concreteness in 
such things as the national language, the flag, and through rituals of nation-
alism. The way in which nationalism draws on solutions to the existential 
dilemma in its sacralization of the state is continuous with the much longer 
history of the close relationship between religion and the formation of states, 
from the divine Pharoah to the divine right of kings. The nation is a secular, 
not supernatural, idea, but it attaches itself to the cosmos and powers of life 
and death through war. As Hedges says, “War is a force that gives us mean-
ing.” He writes, “Many of us, restless and unfulfilled, see no supreme worth 
in our lives. We want more out of life. And war, at least, gives a sense that 
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we can rise above our smallness and divisiveness.”37 In this way, the nation 
forms a secularized sacred canopy, a symbolic order that situates the person 
and their identity within a meaningful overarching order, providing shelter 
from chaos and meaninglessness.

War also binds the national people, particularly men, together, making 
them march to the beat of a single drum in the conscript army, and creating 
solidarity as a single body protecting each other from death that now comes 
from outside the boundaries of the nation, from the foreign other. The emer-
gence of the welfare state was historically bound up with the power interests 
of the nation-state and the dependence of this power on the collective body of 
the people as nation in the form of the conscript army. It is well known that 
the first social security provision was the state pension introduced by German 
chancellor Bismarck. The development of the welfare state attached bodily 
security to the nation, giving a material reality to the symbolic sacred canopy. 
The nation-state placed a boundary around everyday life that provided its 
stable setting. Within these boundaries, and in virtue of the exclusions they 
entailed (of strange customs, other cultures, and the seeming chaos of the 
world outside the nation), normalcy could be defined.

The psychological security provided by religion has been supported by 
the provision of real security, in the form of alms, in the form of the church 
physically bringing people together and defining the boundaries of a commu-
nity, and in the social functions performed by churches, such as described by 
Weber in his essay on the American Protestant sects and their role in vouch-
ing for the character of their members.38 In a similar way, through its welfare 
and regulatory agencies, as well as through its maintenance of civil order by 
policing and protection from foreign threats, the nation-state underpinned its 
symbolic order with real, material forms of security from death. The state 
creates order through its organization of material resources, construction of 
infrastructure, and regularization and ordering of economic and social activ-
ity, including its “internal pacification” within its territory, as Elias draws 
attention to.39 The capitalist state, in particular, has taken over activities that 
business will not pay for, such as building roads and provision for the elderly 
that either capital or labor demand, or which the state’s own ordering impetus 
sets within its sights.

While the Western capitalist nation-states carried out the ordering of 
social relations within its territory, the other side of this was the projection of 
external violence. Imperialism meant war with other imperialist powers and 
colonial wars of occupation and pillage that destroyed and uprooted exist-
ing communities and patterns of life. Not only through military violence but 
through financial means of enforced indebtedness and extraction, imperialism 
ravaged the countries of what was once called the “Third World.” In contrast 
with the devastation caused by imperialism in the global south, within their 
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own borders the Western capitalist nation-states seemed to be havens of 
orderliness.

Today, under conditions of globalization, the function of the nation-
state as gardener is in crisis. Neoliberalism has substantially withdrawn 
the nation-states from the support of the biological and social life of the 
population within their territory. At the same time, the integration of pri-
vate corporations with the state produces the corporatization of the state 
and the statization of corporations, as seen in the involvement of internet 
companies in regulating speech. This comes to its logical conclusion in 
a law passed in Nevada that would allow private corporations to create 
their own cities with corporate governance. The devolution from national 
“society” to “communities” as the locus of social organization and social 
control is seen in community codes of conduct, community standards, prin-
ciples of community on internet social medial platforms, on campuses, and 
within privatized zones that operate on the lines of the residential “gated 
communities” that have proliferated in the United States since the 1990s. 
Shopping malls, theme parks, themed gated communities are privatized 
zones of hyperreal hypernormalcy.40 As Bauman has argued, this means a 
shift from the nation-state as integrating society within a national commu-
nity based on citizenship, creating exclusions based on national borders, to 
forms of privatized belonging and exclusion operating within nation-states. 
Privatized, privately regulated zones, create new forms of subnational 
integration and new exclusions around these affluent high-tech zones. 
Nation-states guard their borders against the flows of people uprooted by 
imperialist war and economic and political destabilization. Global disorder 
created by imperialism and, as will be more and more the case, by climate 
change, creates an impetus to fall back on nationalism as a protective ide-
ology. The disordering effects of capitalist globalization create the condi-
tions not for cosmopolitanism but, rather, for defensive xenophobia.41 But 
the spaces demarcated by national borders are themselves, even within the 
centers of global capitalism, increasingly disordered and fragmented by 
internal exclusions.

The military de-civilizing process set into motion by American military or 
intelligence agency activity is overlaid onto economic policies and processes 
that destroy social bonds and fracture the social order, producing anomie 
and, as a corollary, crime and violence. Nikos Passas argues that neoliberal 
assaults on social institutions, public services, infrastructure, and solidarity 
have unleashed powerful criminogenic tendencies, bringing about global 
anomie and dysnomie. The explosion of crime in Russia and former Soviet 
Republics after the collapse of Stalinism and with the imposition of neolib-
eral structural adjustment policies and rapid predatory privatization is a key 
example.42

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 4:04 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



101From the Pathology of Normalcy to the Normalcy of Pathology

Although in the United States and the United Kingdom, rates of violent 
crime have fallen, since the mid-1990s, this is after steep increases in the 
postwar period. What criminologist David Garland calls a “solidarity project” 
reached fruition with the first two decades of Fordist growth after World War 
II, in and through social democratic welfarist reforms of Western govern-
ment which reduced social inequality.43 However, the boom also produced 
contradictory processes of individualization and consumerism connected 
with transformations of social character which Marcuse termed (repressive) 
desublimation, which Christopher Lasch called the “culture of narcissism,” 
and which are related also to individualization, consumerist materialist 
values, and declining social trust and cohesion.44 The cultural shifts toward 
consumerist individualization were reflected in the “crime explosion” of the 
mid-1960s that lasted through the mid-1990s. On these processes in Great 
Britain, Rob Reiner writes of the “solidarity project” or “pseudo-pacification” 
that occurred as “the gradual and uneven spread of social citizenship from the 
mid-19th century to the 1970s saw a growth of increasingly shared prosper-
ity, security and inclusion.” Reiner argues that the development and spread of 
social citizenship meant “the gradual incorporation of the mass of the popula-
tion into social as well as civil and political citizenship.” The model of social 
citizenship, Reiner argues, “not only ameliorated crime and disorder, but also 
underlay a civilising transformation of criminal justice.” Reiner argues that, 
while the growth of crime rates in the UK from the mid-1950s was largely a 
recording phenomenon, real increase took place from the 1970s to the 1990s 
and that this was the result of the reversal of the trend toward greater inclu-
sion with the advent of neoliberalism which “generated crime and disorder 
explosions, and the harsher politics of law and order of recent times.”45

Reiner’s analysis of trends in the UK may be fruitfully brought into 
dialogue with LaFree’s institutional explanation for the postwar increase 
in criminality in the United States. In his 1998 book Losing Legitimacy, 
LaFree suggests that the very large increases in street crime in the US from 
historic lows at the end of the World War II to the mid-1990s when street 
crime rates began to decline, may be understood as caused by the declining 
legitimacy of US institutions, especially political and economic institutions 
and the family. In the US, “The early postwar period, from 1946 to 1960, is 
marked by low and stable crime rates; the middle postwar period, from 1961 
to 1973, is marked by rapidly increasing crime rates, and the late postwar 
period, after 1973, is marked by high but relatively stable crime rates.”46 The 
1990s began a period of drastic reductions in rates of street crime.47 LaFree’s 
analysis suggests that crime began to increase as the social and cultural 
transformations of the postwar period, which particularly affected African 
Americans, undermined the legitimacy of the institutional forms that under-
lay the Fordist-Keynesian postwar compact. LaFree suggested that the crime 
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declines, that were beginning to emerge as he was writing, were “likely due 
to a combination of institutional changes: stabilization in levels of trust in 
government, improvement in indicators of economic inequality, and a slow-
ing in the rapidity of family change coupled with growing institutionalization 
of new family forms.”48 If that is the case, the spike in murders in 2020 may 
be indicative of a renewed loss of legitimacy, as a result of the exposure of 
police violence against African Americans, the way in which the Covid-19 
pandemic has undermined trust, and perhaps the economic effects of the 2008 
great recession.49 Certainly, to the extent that neoliberalism was able to stabi-
lize itself in the social order in the 1990s, this has been fragile and in tension 
with the growth of inequality, social fragmentation, and decline in trust that 
neoliberalism has produced.50

Civilizing and de-civilizing processes interact in complex dialectic. While 
increased rights of women, children, and minorities, and diminishing toler-
ance for forms of violence like domestic violence, expressed in movements 
like #MeToo and Black Lives Matter, may be seen as carrying forward the 
civilizing process, this comes into contradiction with the socially disintegra-
tive effects of neoliberalism as well as the de-civilizing turn to increasing 
penal punitiveness.51

Like development, de-development is combined and uneven. Global ano-
mie and dysnomie are expressed criminologically in social breakdown and 
extremely high levels of violence in certain areas such as Mexico, as well 
as in US inner-city areas and politically abandoned de-industrialized cities 
such as Flint, as well as in illicit practices operating in the hidden grooves of 
urban life in neoliberal global metropolises, not to mention the forms of social 
breakdown and associated criminality such as the methamphetamine and 
heroin trade operating in the seams of the US impoverished rural “heartland” 
and small deindustrialized towns. A hyper-masculinist, vigilante gun culture 
has also embedded itself strongly in the culture of deindustrialized rural and 
small-town America, in significant part as a search for ontological security 
in a situation in which economic and social supports of identity are evaporat-
ing.52 Since the 1970s, the integration-oriented social welfarist policies of 
the “solidarity project” have been replaced by exclusion-oriented repressive 
and coercive law and order practices that have seen the growth of the prison-
industrial complex in the United States and implementation of repressive 
forms of policing, especially zero-tolerance or broken windows policies.53 
The 1970s in both the UK and the US saw a turn to “law and order” politics 
operating through the scapegoating of ethnic minorities as criminal classes.54 
This is reflected today in Trump’s anti-immigrant rhetoric that sets up 
Mexican and other immigrants as carriers of crime and creates “folk devils” 
as in, for example, his frequent use of the MS-13 gang to motivate xenopho-
bic fear of crime. As Giroux in particular has traced, this is also reflected in 
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zero-tolerance policies in schools that result in the suspension, expulsion, and 
stigmatization of large numbers of working class, black and Hispanic youth.55 
The punitive response of the state, and the high level of state violence toward 
the working class, and especially toward working-class African Americans, 
that one finds in the United States, with over a thousand people being killed 
by police annually in recent years should in itself be regarded as an aspect 
of a de-civilizing process. Also striking is what World Socialist Web Site 
refers to as the “criminalization of the ruling class” that became evident when 
widespread mortgage fraud and other white-collar crime linked to the finance 
sector was exposed as part of the 2008 financial crisis, as well as the involve-
ment of high-profile banks such as HSBC in money laundering for Mexican 
drug cartels.56 The extent of criminality behind the financial crisis is not as 
well known as would otherwise be the case, because rather than high-profile 
court proceedings, the Justice Department and the regulatory agencies such as 
the SEC under the Obama administration handled the criminal cases with plea 
bargains and fines for the corporations involved. Senior company executives 
were shielded by corporate structure of limited liability and were not indi-
vidually prosecuted. In this way, elite criminality was effectively normalized, 
with fines being merely a marginal cost of doing business. There was no ritual 
public “degradation ceremony” in which offenders at J.P. Morgan, Goldman 
Sachs, Deutsche Bank, and so forth were designated as criminal deviants. But 
high-profile criminal cases like that of the ponzi scheme developed by Bernie 
Madoff and the human trafficking network of Jeffrey Epstein have further 
exposed certain features of what is more endemic and widespread criminality 
among elites.57

Today’s criminalized financial ruling class has no interest in the garden-
ing of social order. Rather, they profit from disruption and disorder. Bauman 
writes that, in order to reproduce, gardens “need design and supervision; 
without them, garden cultures would be overwhelmed by wilderness.”58 
What Charles Derber calls “wilding” should be understood as the inexorable 
accompaniment of the demise of the modern project of gardening society 
within the nation-state. Derber uses the term “wilding” and “wilding epi-
demic” to refer to “America’s individualistic culture in an advanced state of 
disrepair . . . [which] encourages unrestrained and sociopathic self-interest.”59 
He writes that

rugged individualism has merged with free-market capitalism, creating a fertile 
brew for wilding. A Marxist view of institutionalized wilding—and of political 
and business elites as carriers of the virus—helps to correct the Durkheimian 
hint of wilding as deviance. Durkheim, in a major oversight, never recognized 
that egoism and anomie can themselves be seen as norms, culturally prescribed 
and accepted.
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This is a theoretical key to understanding wilding in America. Wilding 
partly reflects a weakened community less able to regulate its increasingly 
individualistic members. In this sense, the American wilder is the product of a 
declining society that is losing its authority to instill respect for social values 
and obligations.

But Marx’s view of institutionalized wilding . . . suggests not the failure 
of social authority but the wholesale indoctrination of societal values that can 
ultimately poison both the individual and society itself. As local communities 
weaken, giant corporations, including the media, advertising, and communica-
tions industries, shape the appetites, morality, and behavior of Americans ever 
more powerfully. For the rich and powerful, the dream of unlimited wealth and 
glamour, combined with the Reagan revolution of corporate deregulation and 
corporate welfare, opens up endless fantasies and opportunities.

A different version of socially prescribed wilding trickles down to everyone 
else. For those exposed to the same inflated dream of wealth, glamour, and 
power, but denied the means of achieving it, illegitimate means provide the only 
strategy to achieve socially approved goals. Whether involving petty or serious 
wilding, such behavior gradually permeates the population . . . Wilding itself 
becomes a societal way of life.60

In his more recent book Sociopathic Society, Derber draws connections 
between wilding and US foreign policy, wars of aggression, and the rise of 
fascist politics in America, mass shootings, and climate change. Sociopathy 
designates “the reign of antisocial social norms.”61 The increasingly socio-
pathic character of US society is, according to Derber, a product of the grow-
ing concentration of wealth and power. This reflects extreme and growing 
income and wealth inequality. It also reflects the unaccountability of the 
power elite and the operations of the state, especially the growth of the power 
of the military and the military-industrial complex and the effects of milita-
rism on the society. Regarding the latter, Derber writes: “Military culture—
and its sociopathic ideals—is a root cause of a sociopathic society that places 
high moral and constitutional value on guns and gun ownership.”62

It is necessary to think of the notion of a de-civilizing spurt in contrast 
with civility and civil society. De-civilizing is marked, not by crime rates per 
se, but rather by the erosion of the possibility and scope for civil interaction, 
including above all the existence of public spaces in which different ideas 
and values can be spoken about without the threat of violence. Hence, the 
January 6 attack on Congress was particularly significant as an attack on a 
symbolic space of civil deliberation and of the democratic polity. The militias 
involved are symptomatic of a feature of de-civilizing which is the privatiza-
tion of violence. In the United States, this is evident in the militia movement 
which developed in the wake of the Vietnam War and gained initiates and 
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momentum after the Persian Gulf War and subsequent wars in Afghanistan 
and Iraq. Privatization of violence may also be seen in the growth of private 
security firms and in mercenaries contracted by the federal government and 
in the sheer number of guns that make gun violence, targeted or random, an 
ever-present possibility and fear in the background of everyday life. The rela-
tionship between violence and the erosion of the public sphere is an insight 
of Giroux, whose concern with the school as public sphere led to analyses of 
the privatization of socialization by mass media, the exclusion and demoniza-
tion of youth, and the culture of violence that has arisen as part of the War 
on Terror.63 The culture of careful critical discourse depends necessarily on 
civility. Hence, as Weber said, it would be scandalous to use words as weap-
ons in the lecture theatre.64 But the cultural and physical spaces where civil 
discourse is possible have been shrunk by neoliberal privatization and by the 
growth of a fascistic cultural glorification of violence.

A key dimension of the civilizing process, for Elias, was the reduction 
in power disparities between social superordinates and social subordinates. 
This ramified throughout social relations, for example, in declining social tol-
eration of physical violence against children by adults. Elias emphasizes the 
ways in which this equalization of social power followed from the monopo-
lization, and therefore centralization, of violence by kings and ultimately by 
the nation-state, leading to a progressive long-term decline in the indepen-
dent, uncontrolled prerogatives of feudal masters over vassals, servants and 
so on. In a Weberian sense, this process was bound up with rationalization 
and the development of legal-rational authority as a feature of state building. 
Also important in the civilizing process was the growing power of subordi-
nate classes in relation to dominant classes as the means of production and 
the division of labor developed. Urbanization was intrinsically related to the 
growth of trade, and in towns, outside feudal relations, civic order developed 
of the kind ultimately described by Goffman with its pacifying rituals of 
“civil inattention.” As Giddens emphasizes, capitalism contributed to the 
civilizing process by segregating economic life from direct violent coercion.65 
The existence of formally free wage labor legally embodied in the labor 
contract’s formal assumption of equality excluded direct violent plunder as 
a method of extracting surplus. Concomitant with the rise of capitalism, the 
means of violence were centralized in the nation-state as a “monopoly of 
legitimate violence” in Weber’s terms. The civilizing process was carried out 
and made possible by the nation-state. In this way, the nation-state was the 
guarantor of the space of secular civil society and, therefore, of the culture of 
critical discourse.66

However, everything that Marx said about the violence of primitive accu-
mulation needs to be remembered, and this is an ongoing immensely violent 
process that is evident in civil wars (with imperialist powers often involved 
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or supplying funding and arms) in which extractive natural resources such 
as oil, diamonds, and rare earth metals are central to the causes of conflict.67 
Globalization has intensified demand for such resources and intensified con-
flict, as has the post–Cold War chaos of the US divide and ruin disorganiza-
tion of the world. Capitalism, therefore, displaces violence to the periphery. 
It also displaces violence from the direct extraction of surplus to the ongoing 
repressive and violent actions of the police and military. But also, precisely the 
way in which capitalism creates a civilizing process is also the way in which 
it displaces and transforms violence from direct coercion (the feudal taking of 
surplus at the point of a sword) to structural violence. What is called structural 
violence in fact follows from an initial immense amount of violence—precisely 
that involved in primitive accumulation. The free wage labor of capitalism, the 
proletariat, is established by the massive violence of dispossession, displace-
ment, and disinheritance in order to become “free” in the negative (liberal) 
sense of capitalist freedom. The extraction of surplus does not require physical 
coercion because the proletariat never has anything to be taken (in the sense of 
not having access to commons and not owning any means of production except 
their own bodies). This renders the proletariat entirely dependent on the capital-
ist class for its existence. For the proletariat, capitalist freedom is “the freedom 
to starve to death.” Engels explained that what is today called by the left “pre-
carity” or precariousness is the essential, defining condition of the proletariat:

The proletarian is helpless; left to himself, he cannot live a single day. The bour-
geoisie has gained a monopoly of all means of existence in the broadest sense of 
the word. What the proletarian needs, he can obtain only from this bourgeoisie, 
which is protected in its monopoly by the power of the State. The proletarian is, 
therefore, in law and in fact, the slave of the bourgeoisie, which can decree his 
life or death. It offers him the means of living, but only for an “equivalent” for 
his work. It even lets him have the appearance of acting from a free choice, of 
making a contract with free, unconstrained consent, as a responsible agent who 
has attained his majority.

Fine freedom, where the proletarian has no other choice than that of either 
accepting the conditions which the bourgeoisie offers him, or of starving, of 
freezing to death, of sleeping naked among the beasts of the forests! A fine 
“equivalent” valued at pleasure by the bourgeoisie! And if one proletarian is 
such a fool as to starve rather than agree to the equitable propositions of the 
bourgeoisie, his “natural superiors,” another is easily found in his place; there 
are proletarians enough in the world, and not all so insane as to prefer dying to 
living.68

What Marx called the proletariat’s “radical chains” are precisely nothing. 
The coercion consists of the threat of nothingness. Marx said in the Economic 
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and Philosophic Manuscripts that the worker endures his “filled void” for 
fear of falling into the “absolute void,” that is, death.69 Power in capitalism 
is based on that absolute void from which the worker has nothing to protect 
himself or herself except the resources that are owned and controlled by the 
capitalist class. Therefore, the primary form of coercion in capitalist society is 
abandonment.70 The capitalist does not kill you; he lets you die. Alternatively, 
he can let you live, on his terms of course, by offering you a job.71

Structural violence, then, arises from the very radical dispossession of the 
worker, their dispossession from the means to live.72 Structural violence is 
enacted in interaction in hierarchy and command. The corporation is hierar-
chical in a way that matches the hierarchical structure of the military (and the 
two sectors cooperate very successfully in the military-industrial complex). 
As David Noble notes, the military has a very clear and simple philosophy of 
management: command.73 In alienated work under capitalism, command is the 
thread running through all human relations and human resources and manage-
ment and labor processes. But this command is abstractified in bureaucracy 
and, as Giddens emphasizes from Marx, in the labor process, where it is built 
into the very physical structure of technology. The violence that is displaced 
into the machine becomes evident in industrial accidents in which thousands 
of workers die every year, often in horrific ways, being mangled, boiled, and 
crushed. It is manifest in particularly insidious technologies of the control 
of labor such as the design by Amazon of a bracelet that the worker wears 
that vibrates to point the worker’s hand in the right direction when they are 
picking products from shelves: “One of the patents outlines a haptic feedback 
system that would vibrate against the wearer’s skin to point their hand in the 
right direction.”74 As Marx wrote in the Grundrisse, “Thus the appropriation 
of labour by capital confronts the worker in a coarsely sensuous form.”75

But as well as abstract form in the market, organization and machinery, 
command takes personal form in the boss, or in the supervisor. Interpersonal 
relations at work are shaped by a hierarchy that tacitly presupposes the basic 
powerlessness of the worker in relation to capital. Due to dispossession, hav-
ing nothing, the worker is in imminent danger of not being, that is, no longer 
being alive. This basic precariousness runs through hierarchy as coercion. 
This aggression may be more or less sublimated and there is an increasing 
body of research and commentary suggesting that there is a relationship 
between neoliberalism and workplace bullying, as a bullying style of man-
agement has become normalized in America.76 Frequent explosions of mass 
gun violence by disgruntled or fired employees, or without a discernible 
motive, may reasonably be interpreted as expressions of the abstract violence 
to which workers are subjected by the very nature of capitalist work, and as 
intensified insecurity and competition and increasingly harsh and punitive 
forms of management have ratcheted up the pressure on workers and their 
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feelings of fear, anxiety, humiliation, and rage.77 The mass shooting is vio-
lence directed against people at large, society at large, the public itself. It is 
inchoate violence against society, or against its very absence.

The economy of neoliberal globalization is one of disposability, where 
violence is enacted as abandonment. One sees whole cities abandoned. The 
era began with the New York City fiscal crisis of 1975 in which the New York 
Daily News reported the Ford administration’s refusal to come to the city’s 
aid, with the headline “Ford to City: Drop Dead.”78 “Drop Dead” is exactly 
what the bourgeoisie says to those human beings who do not accept their 
terms or for whom they have no use. It invokes the void that Engels perceived 
in the “freedom” offered by bourgeois society and celebrated by liberalism.

The threat of abandonment is the structural violence of capitalism. This 
threat of abandonment, and therefore the level of structural violence, was 
reduced by the solidarity project of modernity. This project created and 
enlarged what Pierre Bourdieu has called “the left hand of the state” (as 
opposed to the violently coercive, punitive right hand).79 The “left hand” is 
the welfare state, broadly construed, that takes responsibility for the material 
maintenance of the conditions and resources and infrastructures for the repro-
duction of the life of society for which capital eschews direct responsibility. 
The solidarity project of modernity was one side of Karl Polanyi’s “double 
movement” between laissez-faire and state intervention.80 Action by the state 
is propelled by and, responds to, the growing power of the working class as it 
is organized in the socialist movement. The development of the welfare state 
was a result both of the working class actively making its interests felt in the 
political arena of bourgeois democracy through social democratic parties and 
of the ruling class engaging in class compromise, offering concessions to the 
working class, via the regulative apparatus of the state. As Jytte Klausen has 
argued, the warfare state built up in World War II served as the foundation of 
the postwar welfare state.81 The Russian Revolution is of crucial significance 
as historical background to the development of welfare states in the twentieth 
century. The welfare state reflected a healthy respect of the ruling class for 
the revolutionary potential of the working class. In the “class compromise” of 
the first two decades after World War II, the welfare state matured, alongside 
the existence of the Soviet Union and other so-called socialist states in which 
public provision and social planning were implemented in a far-reaching, 
albeit deformed and unsatisfactory, way under Stalinism. The class compro-
mise was a power balance. But it was also made possible by the growth and 
profit rates of the advanced capitalist economies, and especially the United 
States, which funded the rebuilding of Europe through the Marshall Plan. 
With a growing pie, the ruling class was ultimately willing to make certain 
concessions and had the resources to do so. Of course, this involved intense 
conflicts within national bourgeoisies, such as Domhoff describes between 
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hardline conservatives and moderates in the US power elite.82 The key point 
to make here is that the provision of a certain level of economic (and thereby 
social) security was an expression of the growing power of the working class 
in relation to the capitalist class and represented some alleviation of the struc-
tural violence projected impersonally through capitalist systems.

The 1960s informalization of society and sexual revolution may, from that 
angle, be interpreted as a euphoric throwing off of cultural deference and 
psychic rigidity and various psychological forms of repression. This jettison-
ing of repression was made possible by what was then called “the affluent 
society.” Ronneberger writes:

Fordist societalization did indeed produce openings in social space. While 
the extension of the wage relation functioned as a form of social integration, 
reductions of labor time and more generous vacation benefits helped liberate 
subjectivity. Enhanced economic security, prolonged socialization within the 
family and an extension of cultural activities led—at least for certain social 
groups—to new, increasingly self-determined ways of life. A new “culture of 
stimulation” emerged, saturated with commodities and distractions and oriented 
towards self-realization, pleasure and hedonism. As work discipline was gradu-
ally corroded by mass consumption, Fordist societalization became increasingly 
dysfunctional.83

There was also a darker side to desublimation and criminologists regard this 
cultural transformation in the 1960s as criminogenic and the beginning of a 
“crime explosion” that carried on until the 1990s. The faltering of the postwar 
boom in the late 1960s, and the economic recessions of the 1970s, led to the 
abandonment of Keynesian economics by the ruling class and power elite, 
and the turn to the monetarist economic policies and punitive social policies 
of the New Right. From the beginning of the 1980s, Thatcher and Reagan set 
about concerted class warfare through the powers of government to undo the 
postwar welfare state, defeat the unions, and create an individualized “entre-
preneurial” neoliberal society. This was accompanied by an intensification of 
state repression and a growth of social inequality. Neoliberalism reasserted 
the structural violence of capitalism by removing mediating institutions, or 
protections, thereby exposing workers to the void.

As competition for jobs and for the trappings of material success grew, and 
as status became rendered a propagandistic demand by advertising, social life 
took on an increasingly hard and hostile edge. The social world itself increas-
ingly seemed a hostile place in which one was on one’s own. The consequent 
distrust and aggression is what Derber describes as “wilding.” Collectivity 
itself seemed less and less protective and more and more to be pitted against 
the individual. In this context, it is not so “inexplicable” that mass shootings 
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break out frequently now in which the target is no one in particular but 
everyone in general. The positivist emphasis on deductive-nomological 
explanation has deafened social scientists to what these acts are saying. What 
does the mass shooting mean? What is it communicating? How should we 
understand the meaning of the act? It is most certainly a communication. But 
it is inarticulate. It is devoid of culture. The message is the violence. The 
medium is the message. These outbreaks take place in institutions: churches, 
schools, workplaces, government buildings. What is being shot down is the 
collective itself. These are sociopathic, one might say sociophobic, and even 
sociocidal in intent. The target is abstract. It is alienated society. The attacker 
is disconnected, methodical sometimes (chillingly so in the case of the Las 
Vegas shooter who carried out the deadliest mass shooting, killing fifty-
eight people). Everything about these acts is abstract and disconnected. The 
mass shooting is cold violence. Fromm wrote about the nature of power in 
American society, “Instead of overt authority, ‘anonymous’ authority reigns 
. . . [I]n anonymous authority both command and commander have become 
invisible. It is like being fired at by an invisible enemy. There is nobody and 
nothing to fight back against.”84 The mass shooter is, wildly, attacking this 
invisible enemy, that is society.

The weakening of social integration and collapse of social regulation 
within the United States is associated and intertwined with the US govern-
ment’s eschewing of so-called “nation-building” abroad. As Glazebrook 
makes clear in his conception of “divide and ruin,” the post–Cold War US 
does not seek to organize the world so much as to disorganize it. As Naomi 
Klein articulated in The Shock Doctrine, neoliberalism thrives on the creation 
of crisis.85 In this way, neoliberalism expresses the needs of financial capital. 
Financialized capital floats free from particular localities and populations and 
profits through its mobility by responding quickly to market swings. But this 
is also linked to the declining ability of American imperialism to organize the 
world, as Glazebrook suggests. The quintessential technology of post-9/11 
American military power, the drone, is expressive of this. If military power 
has become, as Paul Virilio says, “vaporous,” this is also in the sense that it 
has no presence on the ground.86 It comes out of the blue, from thin air, leav-
ing no trace of itself other than death and destruction. The contradiction of the 
US post–Cold War unipolar moment was that the very dynamics of global-
ization that had rendered Stalinist economic isolation no longer sustainable 
had also generated immense competitive pressures that reduced the economic 
power of the United States. Hence, its imperial power rested increasingly on 
powers of destruction rather than production.

The protests and riots that have followed in the wake of the police murder 
of George Floyd represent an outpouring of revulsion against racism and 
police violence. The demonstrations have been a powerful manifestation of 
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working-class unity against the violence of the bourgeois state apparatus. The 
video footage of the demonstrations shows millions of people united across 
so-called racial lines and shows police across America attacking demonstra-
tors of all skin colors. The demonstrations are manifestations of the progres-
sive development of egalitarian social consciousness that necessarily comes 
into conflict with social inequality and its necessary injustices, and with the 
violent hierarchical power of the bourgeois state, which operates to preserve 
these inequalities. As protests against state violence, these necessarily enter 
into conflict with the apparatus of class rule of which the capitalist state is 
a central component. The response of what Lenin called the state’s “special 
bodies of armed men” has exposed the systematic brutality that underpins 
class rule.87 Instead of being a few racist police officers, it is clear that the 
immense brutality of policing in the United States is systemic, built into the 
organization and its relationship to society, but also, crucially, arising from 
the nature of this society as a class society.

Capital is no longer capable of organizing society; nor does the ruling 
class care to. Globalization has extinguished the need of capital to organize 
society at the level of the nation-state and the bourgeoisie is incapable of 
organizing society at any higher level. The historical development of capital-
ism was interwoven with the creation of nation-states, which were the means 
by which capital expanded markets and the bourgeoisie institutionalized and 
exercised its political power. The nation-state system that resulted entered 
into crisis at the end of the nineteenth century with the development of 
imperialism, which expresses the contradiction between the nation-state and 
capital’s development of a global economy. Imperialism is the only solution 
to this contradiction of which capital is capable: the most powerful capitalist 
nation-states seeking political domination of the world in the interests of their 
banks and big businesses. These derive various forms of protection from this 
nation-state in the context of global competition and also pursue their inter-
ests through the political apparatuses. World War I was the first explosion 
of the imperialist system in all its irrationality and destructiveness, followed 
twenty years after by another even more global descent into hell. Imperialism 
is, as Lenin put it, the “highest stage of capitalism,” and marks the period of 
the decline of capitalism.88

Lenin’s analysis of imperialism as the highest, and final, stage of capital-
ism, was borne out by the history of the twentieth century as a century of 
revolution and war and the completion of the transformation, begun in 1848, 
of the bourgeoisie from a historically progressive to a reactionary force. 
The significance of these conditions for revolutionary strategy was cognized 
and expressed in Trotsky’s theory of permanent revolution. The Russian 
Revolution of 1917, the practical confirmation of permanent revolution, 
demonstrated the revolutionary power of the working class as the necessary 
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historical agent of the overthrow of capitalism. Stalinism and fascism were 
the means by which this initial revolutionary upsurge of the working class 
was suppressed.

The history of the twentieth century is the history of its betrayed and 
crushed revolutions, drowned in blood by Stalinist and imperialist violence, 
beginning with the imperialist intervention in the Russian Civil War and 
continuing with the genocidal crimes of the Nazis and ongoing genocidal 
counterinsurgency warfare against Third World revolutions and national-
liberation movements.89 But even though betrayed and murdered, these revo-
lutions and attempted revolutions that swept every continent of the planet, 
were realizations of the coming into being of an international proletariat and 
demonstrations of the revolutionary power and potential of the global work-
ing class.

The objective power of the working class as a global class is immense, 
even while the power of the working class organized (or today, disorganized) 
within the nation-state has massively declined. The working class exists 
objectively, and has its objective power, at the level at which cooperative 
social labor is organized. The working class in every country, in its very pro-
ductivity, is connected in a cooperative chain of human activity with work-
ers all over the world. To say that “the economy” is global is to say that the 
cooperative connections of human activity that sustain human life are global 
networks of interconnected labor that span the planet. The manufacture of an 
automobile involves the assembly in one country of parts manufactured in a 
number of other companies. Commodities often move across national borders 
not only in distribution but in the very process of production. Capital draws 
on the productive powers of human labor as the labor of a global species 
and in so doing globally interconnects the working class in complex chains 
of socialized labor. Our sustenance and species survival is totally dependent 
on a global complex division of labor, a metabolic relationship with nature 
that is now systematically interconnected on a planetary level. But, of course, 
these global interrelationships have no conscious organization at the plan-
etary level.

Capital is incapable of organizing the world. Imperialism more and more 
destructively disorganizes the world, and this is evident in the sociocide per-
petrated by the United States in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Libya, and attempted 
in other countries such as Iran and Venezuela through its economic warfare 
in the form of “sanctions.”90 The sociocide perpetrated by the US government 
and military against other countries is reflected by, and connected through 
myriad threads with, the sociocidal abandonment of the American working 
class, the withdrawal of the state from any positive responsibility for the repro-
duction of human populations and the conditions for social life. In its stead, 
in the destroyed communities that were once productive and solidaristic but 
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which are ground down by poverty, hardship, self-destructive despair, and 
undirected anger, capital places the police and tells them, in Trump’s words, 
not to be “too nice.” Trump only made explicit what is in their training and 
physically manifested in the array of arms and armor that they bring to the 
streets. The revolt against policing is objectively a revolt against the capitalist 
state which has left itself only the mechanism of the police as the means of its 
relationship with society. “Governing through crime,” or governing through 
policing, is what the relation between the working class and the state has 
been reduced to as capital has lost interest in maintaining the condition of any 
national working class and so the capitalist state has withdrawn.91 Governing 
through policing also means profiting through policing, as the private prison 
industry has grown and as commercial enterprises have developed providing 
the police with weapons, surveillance technologies, and so on. But governing 
through policing makes the police the primary representation of government. 
To oppose police violence is to oppose the capitalist state. The revolt against 
policing is a revolt against the capitalist nation-state. The repressive appara-
tus of capital expresses capital’s relationship to the working class: it is aban-
doned and beaten down. The knee on the neck is the capitalist nation-state on 
the working class, which cannot breathe. To live, it has to find the power to 
throw that knee off, and that power lies in its global collectivity.

The latent power of the working class as global collective rises in direct 
proportion to the also very real powerlessness and despair that the working 
class endures in its undefended condition as the former organizers of its power 
on the national level have turned against it and implemented the dictates of 
globally empowered capital. Globalization of production has allowed capital 
to escape the limitations of the national economy and to abandon the burden 
of maintaining the conditions of life of the national population. Neoliberal 
austerity policies are the political method of the abandonment of the national 
working-class population by globalized capital. What takes the form of the 
abandonment of the national working class by the nation-state to which, they 
are told, they “belong” is also, in essence, and today more and more in form 
also (only thinly masked by the national organization of bourgeois politics), 
part of the global assault on the working class by global capital. In the early to 
mid-twentieth century, capital temporarily escaped its own crisis by drawing 
on the solidaristic energies of the working class, channeled through the medi-
ating institutions of social democracy, the welfare state, and the trade unions 
to socially organize the advanced national economies so as to temporarily 
stabilize itself through “class compromise.” This compromise took place on 
the national level and the conditions of its existence have disappeared.

The social conflicts of the 1960s represented the coming apart of this so-
called Keynesian-Fordist solution, and the economic crisis and upsurge of 
working-class militancy in the 1970s brought this period to a close. Driving 
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this socioeconomic shift was the growth of international competition and the 
decline of the rate of profit manifesting structural crisis, arising from the fun-
damental contradictions of the capitalist system between socialized produc-
tion and private appropriation.92 Since the 1970s, capital has sought to escape 
from these contradictions through the growth of the transnational corporation, 
the globalization of production, and financialization. These efforts have only 
intensified its crisis and amplified the importance in this crisis of the contra-
diction between nation-state and global economy.

The contradiction between nation-state and global economy has funda-
mental implications for the legitimacy of the capitalist state, if by legitimacy 
we mean the state’s ability to secure social order and the social relations 
of class rule without recourse to violence, in the sense of physical force 
against human bodies. The concessions won historically by the working 
class through social democracy and trade union struggles were secured and 
organized at the level of the nation-state and, in this process, transferred 
legitimacy, in the sense of voluntary attachment, to the nation-state. Today, 
the political elites are defunding and privatizing in line with the dictates of 
global capital. So the legitimacy of the state is the legitimacy of policing. To 
oppose police violence is to oppose the way the capitalist state works. In the 
midst of economic disaster, there is the daylight robbery of the state in the 
channeling of the trillions of dollars to the corporations while the working 
class is abandoned to the ravages of the Covid-19 virus. The virus has brought 
to an acute condition the position of the American working class living on the 
edge of physical survival. The contradiction is fundamental between a state 
that demands heartfelt allegiance but leaves people to die with antiquated 
and underfunded systems of temporary assistance to the working class. What 
is called neoliberalism are capital’s combined policies of abandoning and 
beating down the working class: “free market, strong state.”93 The working 
class is abandoned and murdered: in confrontations like that in which George 
Floyd died but also in the conscious and intentional lead poisoning of Flint, 
Michigan, and in the ruling class’s back-to-school and back-to-work policies, 
which the BMJ (British Medical Journal) has called, echoing Engels, “social 
murder.”94

THE NORMALCY OF PATHOLOGY

Normalcy was the calm in the eye of the storm. The storm has now shifted 
and the hurricane winds are tearing apart what once was the center. Today, 
there is no center, as capital has been released from attachment to any geo-
graphical population and set free to seize any opportunity around the world 
and to dump any bad assets, whether people’s houses or people’s lives. The 
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disembedding of capital from the nation-state severs the connection that once 
existed between nation and state. As capital is able to float free from any 
population, the state as “executive committee of the ruling class” abandons 
its responsibility for the reproduction of any population. The state takes the 
form of what James Galbraith calls “the predator state.” The predator state 
roams the world with its predator drones, opening and closing temporary “kill 
boxes” into which it unleashes Hellfire missiles, striking as if out of thin air 
and disappearing.95 The unnecessary population, especially the elderly and 
infirm, can die of Covid-19. It is of no concern. The state is the means by 
which capital opens up the world for exploitation, eliminates barriers to the 
extraction of surplus value, and keeps unneeded, surplus populations under 
control. Just as there has been an erosion in the universality and reciprocity 
of law, a similar change has occurred in taxation.96 As a result of their ability 
to float free from taxation regimes, the economic, social, and political logic 
of the amassment of wealth by the superrich is toward the entrenchment of 
a new aristocracy, but radically different from feudalism because not tied to 
land and, therefore, having no need for even the reciprocity built into feudal 
obligations. The interest of billionaires Richard Branson, Jeff Bezos, and 
Elon Musk in space travel symbolically expresses their aristocratic transcen-
dence of the realm of necessity in which their workers dwell. The ability of 
populations to exert political pressure through democracy in order to have 
the executive committee of the powerful, the state, recognize their collective 
needs has been drastically eroded by the mobility of capital and the concomi-
tant decline of the viability of unions and mass political parties as a vehicle 
for influencing the state.97

The nation is the bourgeois solution to the problem of social order. The 
boundaries of the nation-state are the confines within which the bourgeoi-
sie has been able to create society. The nation-state form that emerged out 
of the absolutist state was reconfigured under the pressures of the modern 
capitalist configuration of class conflict, and historical and technological 
conditions of warfare.98 The nation-state is the geographical structure within 
which the bourgeoisie has been able to secure control of populations and 
manufacture the consent of the governed. Giddens argues that apparatuses 
of rule have, throughout history, secured power not only through violence 
but also through the construction of symbolic order, offering solutions to the 
existential dilemma. For this reason, Giddens argues that the state is a way 
in which the existential contradiction is “externalized,” in the sense of being 
projected out from day-to-day life governed by ritual, magic, and myth and 
taking shape in transcendent form in attachment to something higher.99 This 
has enabled states to secure the cooperation of populations through its place 
in the symbolic order as transcending mortality, and through its authoritative 
and organizing role in securing the symbolic order.100 The state becomes a 
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constitutive part of the solution to the problem of separateness and of chaos, 
symbolically as well as materially.

In modernity, it was the idea of the nation that became the basis of this 
attachment and that made the nation-state the focus of belonging and protec-
tion, both real and imagined, against chaos. In the modern world in which 
quotidian life, purged of its relationship to nature and its traditional rituals, is 
rendered as “everyday life” in its complete banality, the nation and the state 
institutions that symbolically embody its unity, became particularly important 
as the shared basis for ontological security. This was the function of nation-
alism as a secular religion. This is the service that nationalism provides to 
the state. This is also the service that nationalism provides to the individual; 
belonging to the nation makes the world less chaotic and provides a sense of 
having a place in the universe and not being a mere particle in the void.101 
Today, however, it is easy to allow the upsurge of nationalism to disguise 
how fundamentally anachronistic nationalism has become in relation to the 
material conditions of life. The cruelty of the predator state is how it contin-
ues to use an attachment grown ever more desperate in the face of abandon-
ment. This cannot but further erode the ability of the myth of the nation to 
provide a basis for ontological security.

The bourgeois ideology of the unattached, autonomous, negatively free 
individual makes it hard to find the language in which to understand and 
express the feelings of loss and terror that accompany the growing social 
disintegration and social dislocation that the forces of capital are wreaking. 
In the United States, negative freedom has been deeply engrained, paradoxi-
cally, as the basis for collective national attachment. This is expressed today 
in emphatic and threatening form, emblazoned in nature’s warning colors of 
yellow and black, with a coiled rattlesnake, and the slogan “Don’t Tread on 
Me.” In the United States, national identity is particularly associated with the 
value of negative freedom and the myth of the individual.102 Therefore, the 
sense of abandonment by the state is expressed in paradoxical ways—it ideo-
logically becomes right that the state should abandon the population because 
to stand on one’s own is to be a true American. Hence, Texas, not long after 
leaving its population freezing without power, lifted restrictions on wearing 
masks, even as a new strain of Covid-19 was rampaging through the country 
and hospitals were overrun.103

The social crisis of the United States is the crisis of the solution to the 
problem of social and political order that combined the sovereignty of the 
individual with the sovereignty of the nation-state. The contradictions in that 
political model are exposed as the contradiction between the socialization of 
production and private appropriation grows ever more explosive, especially 
as it takes the form of the contradiction between the global economy and 
the nation-state. The contradiction is between the globality of the networks 
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through which the productive activity of the producers is organized and the 
nation-state which increasingly clearly shows its form as an association of 
appropriators. The entropy of the organized society within the nation-state, 
and the consequent condition of social disorder, breakdown, and conflict—
the normalcy of pathology—has only one solution for the human species. 
This is to realize the political implications of the global economy and to form 
a new political society at the level of the globe. The bourgeois class cannot 
achieve this because of the competitive nature of private appropriation and 
because to do so would unite as one political unit the already materially 
united associated producers, that is, the global working class. The realiza-
tion of society at the level of global humanity, a human species capable of 
regulating itself as a global species, can only be achieved by the action of the 
global working class, realizing its global universality and commonality of 
interest as a class. The crisis of the nation-state as society is the undercutting 
of the social underpinnings of the institutions of the state. This is the under-
mining of the legitimacy of the state. The state, as nation-state, less and less 
corresponds to the actuality of social relations within globalized late capital-
ism. Most importantly, the forces and relations of industrial production are 
completely global in scope, uniting the globe as a single productive process 
which sustains humanity as global species. There is now an interdependent 
global humanity. And there is, correspondingly, a global human productive 
force, a global proletariat. This global working class consists of the vast mass 
of humanity. Ecologically, its work is the metabolism of the human species 
with nature. In this way, humanity is materially unified, globally, as a single 
human organism. This inhabitation of a global human species body was made 
evident by the Covid-19 pandemic. The response was divided into mutually 
hostile nation-states. The response to the pandemic has illuminated the vast 
gulf separating the organization of global human society under capitalism 
and the needs of humanity. It has shown the chasm between what is possible, 
given the level of development of the productive forces, and what actually 
gets done with those productive forces. Imperialism has also so far blocked 
all attempts at a coordinated global response to climate change, which is now 
upon us in producing catastrophic weather patterns such as hurricanes, floods, 
droughts, and wildfires. The predictability of life is breaking down because 
the material conditions for predictability are undercut by the dysfunctions of 
the capitalist organization of the global productive force of humanity. Society 
is organized under the nation-state but the notion of a national “society” is 
more and more fictitious. This fiction is often held to with increasing despera-
tion and is mobilized more aggressively as it becomes increasingly at odds 
with reality.

The contradiction of the nation-state with the globality of social rela-
tions is acutely expressed in the contradiction between the university as a 
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nation-state institution and the globality of science. The research university 
as a secular institution arose within the nation-state and continues to depend 
on the nation-state even while the knowledge it organizes is more and more 
in practice, and not only in ideal, universally human. The university teth-
ers knowledge to the interests of the nation-state. But the university itself 
is increasingly intertwined in global social relations. These global relations 
of the “entrepreneurial university” are relations that are directly involved in 
the global productive forces. Therefore, the contradiction between global 
economy and nation-state is acute within the university.

The university is a mediating institution that functions to support, and is 
supported by, the nation-state. The legitimacy of the university and that of the 
nation-state are intertwined.104 The crisis of the congruence between nation-
state and society has undermined the legitimacy of the traditional humanities, 
which were deeply interconnected with the idea of national culture and with 
the project of constructing national culture. The crisis of the nation-state is 
expressed in those parts of the university whose existence is tied to the media-
tion of social relations within the framework of the nation-state, that is, the 
humanities and social sciences. The crisis of the nation-state in its function in 
organizing society on a national basis is expressed particularly acutely in the 
declining conditions for the legitimacy of sociology. This is the source of the 
crisis of sociology of which Gouldner marked the beginning.
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SCIENCE, MARKET, STATE

The fate of sociology is the fate of the research university. If, as Michael 
Mulkay argued, the Mertonian sociology of science replicated the dominant 
ideology of the scientific elite, this was because the dominant ideology in the 
first two postwar decades was, broadly speaking, sociological, correspond-
ing with the period of Keynesian economic and social regulation. Sociology 
provided a secular justification for why the state should fund the research 
university and why, despite that, the state should not infringe on scientific 
autonomy. The justification for funding science as a public good depended on 
some conceptualization of “the public” and this was necessarily the public of 
a nation-state, corresponding with sociological “society.” At the same time, 
Mertonian sociology of science meshed with broader intellectual currents 
constituting what David Hollinger has called an ideology of “laissez-faire 
communitarianism.”1 Sociology provided the ideology that gave a coherent 
worldview allowing for the self-conscious direction of the institution of the 
university under conditions of the professionalization of science. Sociology 
gave the rationale for the university under conditions in which the ideology 
of pure science needed to be reformulated to take into account the socializa-
tion of science, a process which was interconnected with the socialization 
of labor. The fates of both sociology and the university were tied to that of 
the nation-state and, in particular, to the scope for social reform within the 
nation-state.

In the postwar period, sociology provided the intellectual foundation for 
the core ideology of the university as a relatively autonomous institution that 
was the seat of power of a relatively autonomous professional-managerial 
class (the degree of autonomy of which depended on the degree of autonomy 
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of the university).2 The ideology of sociology was the consciousness ema-
nating from this relatively autonomous PMC. The collapse of sociology as 
ideology has left science without an ideology and has, accordingly, left the 
research university as the core institution of science without an ideology to 
justify its occupying this central position. Without an ideology, science is 
unable to articulate itself, is assimilated by capital, and is rendered impotent 
to address anything like a totality.3

The decline of sociology is, therefore, linked to the decline of what Michel 
Foucault called the “universal intellectual” and the rise of the “specific intel-
lectual.”4 The measurement and understanding of the process of climate 
change exemplifies the technical accomplishment of specific intellectuals. 
The inability to stop or slow the process exemplifies the impotence of the spe-
cific intellectual to address and influence the totality.5 Different aspects of the 
same process are indicated by Bauman’s contrast between the legislator intel-
lectual and the “interpreter.” The role of legislator was, as Bauman argued, 
inextricably tied to the nation-state and especially to what Bauman called the 
“gardening” character of the nation-state. The nation-state as gardener was 
also the nation-state as designer, that is, social planner. The garden that was 
being produced was society, within the boundaries of the nation-state.

Reformism and mediation have been particularly attached to the image of 
scientific objectivity, since this suggests the possibility of reform as a project 
that is neutral with respect to the interests of capital and labor. The image of 
objectivity, therefore, gives the reformer political room to maneuver as well as 
legitimizing their interventions. However, the very neutrality of science poten-
tially threatens the substantive rationality that science promises for reformers. 
This point was made perhaps most forcefully by Weber, in his insistence 
in “Science as a Vocation” that the application of science is not necessarily 
benevolent for humankind and that the true, the good, and the beautiful are 
entirely different and separate value-spheres.6 Weber was a staunch defender 
of the market. A negative evaluation, not only of socialism, but of any kind 
of economic planning followed from Weber’s accounts of both science and 
bureaucracy. According to Weber, the bureaucracy is in itself incapable of 
setting ends, which must come from external charismatic sources essentially 
antithetical to the rationality of bureaucracy. Weber stood against the reform-
ist project with its distortion of the individualistic rationality that Weber 
ascribed to the entrepreneur. Weber’s thought tends in the same pessimistic 
conservative direction as that, later, of Joseph Schumpeter, both seeing the 
development of modern societies as closing down the dynamism that initially 
propelled capitalism. Wolfe suggests that it was a feature of imperialism, or 
what he calls the “Expansionist State,” that saw “the transformation of liberal-
ism from an optimistic to a pessimistic outlook.”7 Weber’s pessimism was an 
expression of the turn to conservatism and reaction by liberalism that could 
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not fulfill its promises to democracy, and that found itself threatened by the 
democratic forces of the working class that capitalism had unleashed and by 
the expansion of the state which was its only recourse.

For technocratic progressive reformers, objectivity itself constituted a 
substantive ethical orientation which connected into and oriented scientifi-
cally rational reform toward the common good. The disinterested application 
of rationality to social problems carried with it an ethos which provided the 
basis for trust in the ability of the reformer to mediate conflicting interests and 
to serve the general interest. In this sense, technocratic reformism assumed 
(explicitly, or, most often, tacitly) a conception of the individual or collective 
virtue of scientists and professionals.8 This virtue, expressed in objectivity, 
provided the seemingly mechanical connection between the formal and sub-
stantive rationalities of the governmental-policy-planning system.

Weber, however, refused to accept any logical connection from objectivity 
to general interest. Rather than the scientist as planner constructing, or work-
ing within, a substantively rational system tending toward rational outcomes, 
Weber proposed a contractor-client model of the engagement of the scientist 
with social goals. Weber put forward a model of the scientist as being moral 
in their very amorality: passionately devoted to truth but responsible only to 
the facts of the matter, not to moral values in any broader sense.9 Weber’s 
contractor-client model of the scientific vocation significantly fit with the 
rationality of the market, including its potential irrationality with respect to 
outcomes when judged by ethical or moral standards, for example, of human 
well-being, rather than simply by their internal rationality.

Technocratic social reformism, promising a (substantively) rational society, 
depends for this promise on a tacit or explicit claim to virtue by the bearers 
of rationality, the scientists or experts. It also has historically depended on an 
implicit or explicit framework of values and has drawn in the twentieth cen-
tury on both humanism and nationalism. That is, it has involved the claim that 
the production of scientific knowledge and its application to human beings 
and society benefits human beings and increases the level of organization and 
general material comfort provided by society. The neoliberal version of this 
claim, shorn of broader humanistic values and detached from the substantive 
goals of social reformism, is that science contributes to economic growth.

Jan Rehmann argues that Weber was a strategist of bourgeois hegemony 
under Fordist conditions of which Weber was an early sociological theorist.10 
Weber sought to assert bourgeois hegemony for, and through, the imperial-
ist, military power of the nation-state. For the purposes of imperialism, the 
working class should be integrated into the polity.11 Weber absolutely resisted 
the connection between Fordism and social democracy. Wolfgang Mommsen 
writes that although Weber moved closer to Social Democratic views toward 
the end of 1918,

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 4:04 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



130 Chapter 3

In truth, Weber did not in any way believe in the socialization of the economy 
either in the near or the distant future . . . To be sure, he believed that, as a 
result of the present economic emergency, centralist direction of the economy 
was necessary for the foreseeable future; he saw, with a certain fatalism, that 
the future would bring a further expansion of bureaucracy and therefore a 
more strongly “socialized” economy in which entrepreneurial initiative would 
be more severely confined than in the past. By no means did he see even the 
glimmer of an ideal in this state of affairs. He remained as loyal as ever to the 
principle of a voluntarist organization of the economic system as far as this 
was possible. In no way did he share the “belief” in the future of socialism as 
a new and better social order that was then common among wide sections of 
the intelligentsia including, among others, Weber’s own “students” Schumpeter 
and Lukács.12

Weber opposed the extension of the planning principle beyond the firm to the 
activities of the left hand of the state in providing for the planning of social 
good. He was much more favorable to the right-hand power-political neces-
sities of the nation-state. Weber in particular sought to shield science from 
the implications of its “state capitalist” organizing, preserving its autonomy 
through discipline and method, while denying its attachment to any values 
that might make science the bearer of visions of social change.

The technocratic liberalism with which the discipline of sociology has 
historically been closely enmeshed is torn between an instrumental and 
value-rational orientation. The promise of liberal reform is bound up with 
a value-rational orientation derived from humanism and from a concep-
tion of “society” as a whole with a common interest (as in “for the benefit 
of mankind” and “for the good of society”). Yet, the claim to technocratic 
authority relies on a conception of scientific neutrality that equally has the 
implications Weber drew out of an entirely amoral science. The sociologists’ 
dilemma between instrumental and value-rationality reflects the existential 
dilemmas that reemerge in the form of what Giddens calls “life politics.” 
This concept is formulated in reference to Weber’s invocation in “Science as 
a Vocation” of Tolstoy’s critique of the meaninglessness of science. Weber 
concurred with Tolstoy’s statement that “Science is meaningless because it 
gives no answer to our question, the only question important for us: ‘What 
shall we do and how shall we live?’ ”13 This provides the basis for Giddens’s 
account of modernity’s use of science and technology to suppress the exis-
tential dilemma, and for his conception of “life politics” as the politicization 
of the question “How shall we live?” now released from its containment by 
modernity.14

Weber had looked to the charismatic leader as the vehicle for the introduc-
tion of new values that would move the switches of history. The counterpoint 
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to “Science as a Vocation” was his lecture on “Politics as a Vocation” in 
which he set out the characteristics of the political hero as a man with “his 
hand on the wheel of history.”15 Weber’s belief in the potential of charisma 
to redeem modernity was linked to his belief in the redemptive power of 
nationalism. Weber’s overarching concern was with how the German bour-
geoisie could gain the willpower and perspective necessary to successfully 
assume state power, which they had hitherto allowed to remain in the hands 
of the Junker landed aristocracy.16 For Weber, nationalism offered the key 
to bourgeois ideological leadership and the source of values in the modern 
world otherwise excluded by market and bureaucratic relations. The rational-
ized relations in which the bourgeoisie were embedded in capitalism could 
not provide them with the spirit of leadership required for political power. 
Weber’s historical study of world religions resolved itself into an assumption 
of nationalism as the secular religion of the modern bourgeoisie.

In his essay “Beauty: A Study in Bourgeois Aesthetics,” Caudwell 
addresses the claim of the incommensurability of value-spheres, of the kind 
that Weber asserted, analyzing this idea as a bourgeois assumption arising 
from the character of market relations, taken for granted by the bourgeois 
intellectual “reared on the anarchy of the social process.” In market relations, 
values are occluded within “social relations masquerading as laws of supply 
and demand.” The ideology of bourgeois political economy pervades bour-
geois thought: “Thus any attempt at social consciousness which necessarily 
involves the manipulation of desires, i.e. of ‘the laws’ of supply and demand, 
seems to him outrageous.”17 Classically, liberal bourgeois thought assumes 
an atomization of consciousness, rather than social consciousness. Liberalism 
assumes a natural individualistic anarchy of values which are only rational-
ized and reconciled by the operations of supply and demand.

Weber was convinced that, in the economic sphere, formal rationality 
depended on the value-free procedures of the market. Weber’s scientific 
methodology and conception of the scientific vocation are epistemological 
reflections of the abstract, formal, and alienated relations of the market. That 
is, Weber’s theory of knowledge reflects the appearances of market relations, 
through the occlusive lens of commodity fetishism, or what Caudwell calls 
“the ravages of bourgeois unconsciousness.” Caudwell observes that through 
the market, “Labour now becomes, not labour to achieve a goal and attain 
the desirable, but labour for the market and for cash.”18 The social formation 
of the buyer and the social formation of the producer, both embodiments of 
the evolution of human culture, is obscured by the market’s substitution of 
money for the desiring consumer and commodity for the laboring producer. 
Hence labor appears to be for no purpose. Desires appear to be entirely 
nonrational, like those of Weber’s student who comes to him for advice, but 
must bring his own Weltanschauung, which Weber prohibits himself from 
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challenging, except to put forward “ ‘inconvenient’ facts,” certainly not by 
advocating an alternative worldview or a different purpose.19 Weber charac-
terized this marketized exchange relationship as that of the American student 
who thinks buying an education no different from buying a cabbage.20 This 
petit-bourgeois Babbitt image sits uneasily, however, alongside Weber’s 
statement that the university has become a “state capitalist” enterprise.21 The 
latter would suggest a monopsony buyer, not a marketplace of ideas but state 
direction of the value-directions in which research is applied.

Weber gave his “Science as a Vocation” lecture on November 7, 1917. 
It was on this very night that the Bolsheviks stormed the Winter Palace in 
the October (by the Julian calendar) Revolution in Russia.22 This was also 
World War I, in which Fritz Haber’s poison gas was killing thousands on the 
battlefield. Weber’s contractor-client model of social science and his rigid 
separation of science from politics exclude revolutionary fervor that Weber 
treats as entirely irrational. But it is clear that the “state capitalist” apparatus 
in which this value-free science was carried out was the German imperialist 
war machine. And it was the absence of any nonarbitrary standard by which 
to judge it which was entailed in Weber’s advice to the new kind of charis-
matic political leader he hoped to tutor.

In his 1961 essay “Anti-Minotaur,” analyzing the doctrine of value-
neutrality, Gouldner emphasizes Weber’s nationalism and ideal of science in 
service to the state. Gouldner writes: “Weber aimed not at curtailing but at 
strengthening the powers of the German state, and at making it a more effi-
cient instrument of German nationalism.”23 Weber’s contradictory conception 
of the scientist mirrors the contradictory character of his entire conception 
of reason, as Marcuse points out when he says that Weber’s conception of 
reason “ends in irrational charisma.”24 These epistemological and sociologi-
cal contradictions, however, are overdetermined by the deeper contradiction 
between socialized production and private appropriation. Weber was work-
ing in, and writing about, the German research university which materially 
embodied the high level of socialization of the productive forces in the rela-
tionships cultivated between university science and Germany’s monopoly 
“state capitalist” cartels. But at the same time, the German university carried 
an institutional ideology of “pure science,” meaning separation from social 
goals and political power, thereby institutionally obscuring the mutual inter-
dependence of science and the productive forces that these academic insti-
tutions embodied. This institutional occlusion of production also reflected 
the division between intellectual and manual labor under capitalism and 
the subordination, and indeed effacement or de-conscientization, of manual 
labor. The academic ethos, standing in sharp contradiction with the reality of 
its material conditions, reflected the subordination of manual to intellectual 
labor, the relationship of power which enabled the mind to float free from 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 4:04 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



133Reason of State in a Global Age

the constraints of the body and the world, and hence gave rise to the seeming 
autonomy of science. Existing forms of academic and intellectual autonomy 
are, therefore, dialectically related to the unfreedom of manual labor.25

The very autonomy of science from particular or local interests was highly 
dependent on the nation-state and bound up with the state’s own claim, on 
which its legitimacy depends, to transcend the conflicting particular interests 
of the society that it arises from, stands above, and oversees. The notion that 
science is neutral with respect to values and interests makes science a useful 
resource for the state. Value-neutrality of science provides legitimation for 
what Marx called the “idealism of the state,” that is, the state’s appearance 
as transcending the competing material interests of civil society.26 It is axi-
omatic for the liberal state that its administrative functions should be neutral 
between the competing parties of civil society.27 Science is state knowledge 
in the sense that it coincides with the interest of the state in presenting itself 
as universal and insofar as it is sponsored by, financially underwritten by, 
and used by the state. The state appropriates what Chandra Mukerji calls “the 
voice of science,” with its aura of neutrality and objectivity.28 At the same 
time, the state reciprocally grants legitimacy to science by giving scientific 
institutions the imprimatur of official knowledge. States, for example, not 
only fund but charter universities. Universities have manifold connections 
with the organs of state power, and to a significant extent are repositories of 
expertise for use by the state. In that way, Mukerji calls scientists “an elite 
reserve labor force.”29 Universities cultivate ties to officialdom for economic 
and political reasons. For this reason, the crisis of scientific authority is also 
a crisis of nation-state authority.

Ezrahi argues in The Descent of Icarus that science played a crucial role 
in the legitimation of the liberal democratic nation-state because science 
provided a template for the impersonality of the actions of the bureaucratic 
state and ensured the neutrality of the knowledge at its disposal.30 What 
Ezrahi treats as a cultural shift, beginning in the 1960s, undermining belief in 
the ideals of impersonality and neutrality has, he argues, eroded the cultural 
conditions for trust in science. This also produced a legitimation crisis of the 
nation-state, which could no longer legitimize its programs in terms of norms 
of universalism and neutrality associated with science. The interconnected-
ness of the crisis of science with the crisis of the nation-state sheds light on 
the transformation of the research university. The institutional crisis of the 
research university, manifested in the breaking down of its humanistic legiti-
mation and in the erosion of institutional boundaries by commercialization, 
is integrally related with globalization.

In “On the Jewish Question,” Marx explained that the separation of state 
from church constituted an incomplete emancipation from religiosity. This 
was exemplified by the United States, in which a secular state coincided with 
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the thriving of religion in private life and in civil society. As Tocqueville 
had noted, outside of public institutions America was “pre-eminently the 
land of religiosity.” Therefore, Marx argued, political emancipation from 
religion was only the emancipation of the state, not of the human being: “The 
state can thus emancipate itself from religion even though the overwhelming 
majority is still religious. And the overwhelming majority does not cease 
being religious by being religious in private.”31 This goes to show that human 
emancipation must be understood as broader than a merely political form 
of freedom. Fully human emancipation, Marx argued, entailed overcoming 
the separations embodied in the divisions of the world and the human being 
between civil society and state:

Only when the actual, individual man has taken back into himself the abstract 
citizen and in his everyday life, his individual work, and his individual relation-
ships has become a species-being, only when he has recognized and organized 
his own powers as social powers so that social force is no longer separated from 
him as political power, only then is human emancipation complete.32

What Marx argued about political freedom and the state applies also to intel-
lectual freedom and the university.

The ideology of value-free science, and the closely linked idea of aca-
demic freedom, ideas central to the self-legitimation of the modern research 
university, represent just this kind of partial emancipation, creating a set 
of demarcations around the activity of knowledge production and marking 
institutional boundaries and divisions within the self. Academic freedom is 
generally understood as protecting knowledge production and expression 
within the university from external influences and pressures, especially from 
politics and religion. This is closely aligned with and supported by the idea 
of value-free science, the idea that scientific knowledge of fact is properly 
demarcated from value-considerations of what ought to be. Preserving value-
freedom is understood to be part of the function of the demarcation of the uni-
versity as a bounded institution committed to secular knowledge production. 
Value-freedom also assumes boundaries within the self of the knowledge 
producer. It means that a scientist’s personal commitments, especially moral, 
religious, and political, must be psychologically walled off from their atten-
tion to facts of the matter. Value-freedom, therefore, assumes a demarcation 
of the self into distinct roles, above all, a separation of the professional from 
the personal. It calls for the individual themselves to be split along the lines 
of dualisms of reason versus emotion, mind versus body, and fact versus 
value. Hence Gouldner presented Weber as the embodiment of the dualistic 
consciousness of value-freedom: “a magnificent minotaur named Max—Max 
Weber, to be exact.”33
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The form of emancipation represented by academic freedom and value-free 
science corresponds to that embodied in the kind of political emancipation 
criticized by Marx. There is a close historical relationship: the “freedom” of 
science from religion embodied in the secular university is historically inter-
twined with the development of the modern secular state and the growing 
involvement of the state in education and science. In America, the secular 
character of public research universities follows from the separation of church 
and state. In the same way that public institutions in America coincide with a 
highly religious civil society and the significant role of religion in private life, 
the secular university exists in America in an uneasy relationship with the 
influence of religion in the broader society and culture. The state makes pos-
sible and protects the existence of institutions of science in separation from 
competing values, and value-neutrality of science supports the “idealism of 
the state.”34 The objective view from nowhere of science makes possible the 
state’s eye view of society.35 For this to be possible, of course, the state must 
be seen as supporting but not influencing science.36

Marx argued that political emancipation was not only partial, but also 
illusory: the state is under the sway of the ruling powers in civil society. 
The state therefore is an expression of alienated power.37 It is evident that 
partial freedom similarly negates itself in intellectual life. To the extent that 
the emancipation of knowledge takes place in separation from human eman-
cipation, and a more general articulation of human needs, it is experienced 
as a compulsive development: in terms such as the technological imperative, 
autonomous technique, or technics-out-of-control.38 Further, the very separa-
tion of science from social needs that is mandated by the ideology of value-
freedom facilitates the appropriation and shaping of science by capital.39 If 
detached from a broader emancipation of human individuals as fully social 
beings, intellectual freedom represents the unfettering of estranged human 
capacities. Hence, technical progress, detached from human emancipation, is 
experienced as a form of compulsiveness.40

“SCIENCE AS A VOCATION” AND THE PARADOXES 
OF CAPITALIST RATIONALIZATION

Weber articulated what was the dominant self-conception of the sciences and 
the dominant ideology of the modern university: a rigorously instrumental-
ized conception of knowledge. “Science as a Vocation” is about demarca-
tions and boundaries between incommensurable value-spheres, between 
institutions representing these different value-spheres, and within the self 
a set of boundaries that reflect these conceptual and institutional divisions. 
This meant strict demarcations within the self of professional from personal, 
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intellectual from moral, and emotion from reason. Weber’s advice to the 
scientist was to “put on blinders.”41 Science is constructed as a distinct role, 
demarcated within the living individual.

However, these demarcations were accompanied by Weber’s contradictory 
urge precisely to link science with the individual, to reconnect knowing with 
being. So even as he established boundaries between the scientist’s profes-
sional role and all other commitments, he also insisted that pursuing science 
as a vocation was not merely “cold calculation” but instead meant “passion-
ate devotion” to the task. Weber’s contradictory position of disconnecting 
and then attempting to reconnect knowing with being expressed contradic-
tions endemic to his broader project of setting out the historical tasks of the 
German bourgeoisie. “Science as a Vocation” must be understood alongside 
the lecture on “Politics as a Vocation” that he gave a year later. In the lat-
ter, Weber set out his vision of political leadership that corresponded with 
his notion of the historical mission of the bourgeoisie through a form of 
liberal imperialism. In “Science as a Vocation,” Weber presents rationality 
as operating only within a domain—the choice between value commitments 
is an irrational leap of faith. Science can never justify itself—to choose any 
value-orientation, including that toward science constitutes a nonrational leap 
of faith. In “Politics a Vocation,” Weber insisted on the essentially irrational 
character of politics, as an activity inseparable from violence and beset with 
unintended consequences of violence. Whereas Weber insisted that charis-
matic leadership had no place in science or the university, political leadership 
was par excellence the realm of charisma. Weber’s ideal political leader was 
a charismatic decider.

In line with his political project, Weber tried to hold together an insistence 
on the preservation of the formal rationality that he saw perfectly expressed 
in the “free market” and the maintenance of barriers to any extension of 
rationalization that would undermine the political vocation of the bourgeoi-
sie. The success of the bourgeoisie would be indicated by the class’s ability 
to give rise to charismatic leaders capable of exerting a will to power with 
world-historical consequences. The class vocation of the bourgeoisie trans-
lated into, firstly, the replacement of Junker control over the state with liberal 
democracy and, secondly, the struggle against socialism. Weber embraced 
democracy just to the extent that it furthered this vocation. As Lukács put it, 
“he regarded democracy as the form most suited to the imperialist expansion 
of a major modern power.”42 These twin aspects of the mission of bourgeoisie 
corresponded to Weber’s interest in (a) the formulation and defense of the for-
mal rationality of the market and closely related to this, the instrumental ratio-
nality of science and (b) the shaping of the self through the calling and the 
emergence of the charismatic leader in politics.43 Weber needed to assert the 
demarcation between, and preserve the purity of, these domains: he presented 
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politics as a realm of will and violence in contrast with the marketplace and 
science as the realms of reason. The charismatic political leader and national-
ism go together as Weber’s solution to meaning and emotional bonds, filling 
in the lacunae left by rationalization, as sources of spirit in a spiritless world.

Weber’s conception of science as a vocation was expressive both of market 
relations and alienated labor. Weber regarded the market as a paradigmatic 
system of formal rationality which excluded and was opposed to frameworks 
of value-rationality. In support of his conception of capitalism as the his-
torical apex of rationality, Weber drew on the anti-Marxist marginal utility 
theory of Eugen Böhm-Bawerk. Kieran Allen writes:

In Economy and Society, Weber explicitly supported Bohm-Bawerk and made 
the concept of “utility” the cornerstone of his theory of economic action . . . 
Behind this rather abstract theorizing, there was a notion that society was a 
collection of individual interests who were connected through the market . . . 
Bohm-Bawerk and Weber . . . took the ideological image of man in a market 
society as an isolated, selfish soul and generalised it throughout all history.44

Weber wrote in Economy and Society, “From a purely technical point of 
view, money is the most ‘perfect’ means of economic calculation. That is, it 
is formally the most rational means of orienting economic activity.”45 Weber 
argued that, in contrast, planning epitomized substantive rationality in the 
economic field, and therefore planning threatened to introduce distortions 
in the economy: “Where a planned economy is radically carried out, it must 
further accept the inevitable reduction in formal, calculatory rationality which 
would result from the elimination of money and capital accounting.” The 
more value-oriented economic activity becomes, the less formally rational. 
As Guenther Roth has shown, Weber was committed to the “free market,” a 
commitment that reflected and expressed his social position within what Roth 
calls the “cosmopolitan bourgeoisie.” At the University of Vienna in 1918, 
Weber argued against what he saw as the obvious temptation for Germany to 
print paper money to wipe out war debts and foreign loans by means of infla-
tion. Basing money on precious metals was necessary to maintain monetary 
stability. Roth writes,

Weber acknowledged that paper (or administrative) money was the most suitable 
means to pursue substantive (material) social ideals, which included Communist 
and Fascist ones, whereas the formal rationality of the market economy was ori-
ented primarily to profitability, currency stability, and exchange parity.46

To allow political control over the economy would, as John Patrick Diggins 
puts Weber’s view, “deny capitalism an accounting of its own rationality.”47
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The tension between market and state has deep roots in Weber’s thought: 
it was a tension endemic to Weber’s outlook of liberalism and German 
nationalism. Weber was attached politically to liberal ideals of the free 
market and liberal democracy (both expressing formal rationality) and to a 
value-framework of German nationalism. The tension between rationality 
and irrational blind commitment at the heart of Weber’s essays on vocation 
was also inherent in Weber’s liberal nationalism. Weber exemplifies how free 
market liberalism and nationalism, as the two central components of bour-
geois social thought, find their bourgeois resolution in imperialism, that is, in 
the integration of the interests of capital with the power-political interests of 
the nation-state.48

While he defended the formal rationality of the market, the exclusion of 
noneconomic values from the calculus of the market was a source of concern 
to Weber from the perspective of political attachment to the nation-state. As 
Diggins argues, in Weber’s early work on rural economics, he suggested the 
incompatibility between market-oriented values and duty to the state. The 
Junker aristocracy, now increasingly taking on capitalist attitudes, had proven 
themselves unfit as bearers of national interest by their hiring of Polish 
workers. Weber saw the influx of foreign workers as a threat to Germany’s 
national territorial integrity and indicative of the decline of the patriotism of 
the Junker class in favor of their own developing capitalist interests. His con-
ception of the threat to national interests was also a racialized understanding 
of the nation. He argued that, as patrimonial bonds of responsibility and duty 
broke down in the countryside with the shift toward capitalist agriculture, 
German peasants were “abandoning their homeland to a race which stands 
on a lower level.”49

Weber’s concern with calling and the shaping of self has to be seen in the 
context of his liberal imperialism. Harvey Goldman situates Weber in relation 
to the crisis of bourgeois culture:

Although class practices and cultural ideals had helped hold the increasingly 
bourgeois social order together and guide individual life choices, these were 
now threatened by social and cultural changes: rising social mobility and the 
sharpening of class conflict, the intensification of capitalist competition, the 
pace of developments in science and technology, the advances of technique and 
rationalization into every sector of life, the imperatives of specialization in a 
period of mass education, and the pressures of the market in every form.50

The older bourgeois cultural ideals and moral codes were not suited to provid-
ing the bourgeois class with the inner strength and commitment required to be 
a ruling class. To do this meant to assume responsibility over the state and the 
demands of carrying Germany’s imperialist interests in military competition 
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with other imperialist powers. The individual problem of self (and therefore 
the existentialist dimension of Weber’s writing) was, for Weber, at the same 
time the problem of bourgeois class power and the imperial strength of the 
German nation.51

The discrediting of the Junker class made both possible and necessary the 
political calling of the middle class. The bourgeois class had to emerge as 
ruling class. But Weber’s model for the ruling class was aristocratic. Hence, 
his essays on vocation were a clearing of the way for a new quasi-aristocratic 
Machiavellianism of the middle class by discrediting and disavowing the 
moralistic cultural orientation of the nineteenth-century middle class.52 
Weber rejected the German Enlightenment concept of Bildung, or individual 
self-cultivation through education. In “the struggle of the ‘specialist type 
of man’ against the older type of ‘cultivated man’,” Weber took the side of 
the specialist.53 “Science as a Vocation,” with its call to “put on blinders,” 
advocated a new mode of self-formation that was more compulsive, less 
contemplative, and also depleted of substantive morality, while moralizing 
narrow commitment itself.54

Weber’s rationalism as an advocate of value-free science was complemen-
tary with his glorification of war as a source of human meaning and a source 
of identity of the German nation:

The American who is now fighting in the West knows actually nothing where-
fore he dies. But our soldiers know it, and that is the majestic thing, that the 
German war has this emotion, to fight and bleed for the native country and the 
security of the land.55

This is Weber’s reactionary resolution of the contradiction between 
capitalist organization and disorganization. The advance of capitalist organi-
zation, leading to bureaucratization, was undermining the autonomous indi-
vidual bourgeois character. At the same time, meaning could be found in the 
submersion of the individual in the collective in nationalism and in war—in 
collective emotion, melee, and blood. Nationalism served Weber as a reser-
voir for those values and emotions excluded from the formal rationality of the 
market and the instrumental rationality of science. War was the necrophilic 
version of the anti-rationalist, Dionysian values that Weber found fascinating 
among the middle-class anarchists, libertines, and utopians in the retreat of 
Asconsa, Switzerland.56

Nationalism was the overall framework of meaning for Weber’s prescrip-
tions for the self. His notions of character, will, self-discipline, and maturity 
had to do with shaping a middle class that had the capacity for rule. In his 
emphasis on qualities of hardness, strength, and discipline, Weber was in the 
mainstream of the Wilhelmine bourgeoisie. He followed the trajectory of the 
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German bourgeoisie in his rejection of the moralism and the apolitical attach-
ment to culture that characterized bourgeois thought and outlook under the 
influence of the German Enlightenment. Instead, Weber, like the mainstream 
of the German bourgeoisie after 1871, assimilated and adopted much of the 
habitus or orientation of the aristocracy. Elias described the shift as follows: 
“parts of the German middle class were assimilated into the higher-ranking 
stratum and made its warrior ethos their own. But in the course of being 
adapted, this aristocratic code was transformed. To put it briefly, it became 
‘bourgeoisified.’ ” The bourgeoisie intellectualized the aristocratic code of 
honor and violence: “Seldom before had so much been said and written in 
praise of power, even of the violent sort.” Nietzsche, an important influ-
ence on Weber’s irrationalist conception of politics, was, Elias argues, chief 
philosophical proponent of this bourgeois “romanticization of power.”57 In 
“Politics as a Vocation,” Weber cathected this intellectualized romanticiza-
tion of violence, the capacity for which is equated with masculine maturity 
and resoluteness.

In opposition to the earlier middle-class code of “virtue” rather than 
“honor,” Weber followed the merger of middle-class and aristocratic norms 
by moralizing violence as responsibility, presenting the capacity for violence 
as the ethical duty of the mature man: “He who seeks the salvation of the soul, 
of his own and others, should not seek it along the avenue of politics, for the 
quite different tasks of politics can only be solved by violence.” Irrational 
conviction, backed up by responsible violence was, for Weber, “immensely 
moving . . . something genuinely human and moving.”58 “Politics as a 
Vocation” was an exercise in tutoring the middle class, particularly middle-
class youth, on what it was to act as a ruling class. What was wrong with the 
attitude of the German middle class, according to Weber, was its failure to 
adequately follow the aristocratic model. Since unification, the middle class 
had acquiesced in Junker leadership. With Junker domination of the state 
bureaucracy and the military, the middle class had in Weber’s view become 
passive and directionless. The middle class’s failure to constitute itself as a 
leadership group had become a crisis now that the old aristocratic elite was 
proving itself no longer adequate as a ruling class. Goldman writes:

“Politics as a Vocation” is his version of The Prince, an attempt to persuade 
the German nation of the need for a leader with an ascetic and empowered 
self, independent and autonomous, capable of giving energy and direction to 
the nation in its political struggles. Indeed, despite the tendency to see Weber 
as a power-political Machiavellian, Weber actually reconnects “statecraft” and 
“soulcraft” and is thus more reminiscent of Plato and Christian thinkers before 
Machiavelli. Weber wants to shape persons and institutions for “domination,” 
given the realities of mass politics and imperial competition.59
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The bourgeois prince is the embodiment and concentrated expression of 
bourgeois freedom—the autonomous individual. Bourgeois freedom is now 
expressed not only on the market but in the organized and directed form of 
state power. Weber’s longed-for charismatic political leader is the embodi-
ment of the bourgeois nation-state and the personalization of bourgeois hege-
mony. This figure carries bourgeois freedom out of and beyond the trap of the 
iron cage. “Politics as a Vocation” adopts a conception of politics that reso-
nates with the aristocratic conception of state activity. It is characterized by 
Machiavellianism, or so-called realism, regarding power relations but also, as 
Goldman argues, an argument for how the realistic exercise of political power 
can carry existential meaning for individuals in service of the nation.

Politics, Weber insists, is the use of violence. The figure for whom Weber 
is writing is the head of state, the prince, who has warrior virtues as a wielder 
of violence. This figure is the locus of agency or decision-making. Weber’s 
argument against the ethic of absolute values can be read as an argument 
against the moralism and self-distancing from power that characterized clas-
sical German bourgeois thought. His argument for an ethic of responsibility 
can be read as addressing the problem of how to balance the demands of 
power with classical bourgeois values. The major thrust of Weber’s argument 
is to urge the middle class to accept the necessity of wielding violence and 
hence a role as bearers and defenders of the national interest. Responsibility 
means the necessity of viewing oneself as the agent of politics—in other 
words, not relying on another class to take over such difficult decisions.

The argument of “Science as a Vocation” intersects with, and comple-
ments, that of “Politics as a Vocation.” A key feature of both essays is 
a denigration of moralism as a form of immaturity and a failure to take 
responsibility. Weber’s prescription for value-free science can be seen as 
instrumentalizing cultural values. It preserves the nineteenth-century associa-
tions that pitted culture against politics, in the sense that science is preserved 
as a cultural sphere external to politics and political intrusions in science are 
vigorously resisted. In politics, words are “swords against the enemies: such 
words are weapons.”60 It would be an outrage to use words in this way in the 
lecture theatre. Yet, Weber’s conception of science was an instrumentaliza-
tion of cultural values that rendered knowledge and culture as tools that could 
be used by the political leader or the state. By purifying the realms of politics 
and intellectual life, he suggested how the latter could more fruitfully come 
to serve the former.

Concern for the bourgeoisie’s self-assertiveness and sense of purpose as 
a class—the molding of bourgeois political will—was the essential meaning 
of Weber’s attention to the calling. The splitting of knowing from being, and 
attempts at reconnection in “Science as a Vocation” follow from this. The 
distinction between science and politics was aimed at preserving not only the 
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purity of science as a realm of objectivity, but also the purity of politics as a 
realm of charismatic will. Marcuse quotes Weber’s exclamation that “I can-
not bear problems of world-shaking importance . . . being turned into a tech-
nical ‘question of productivity.’ ”61 Confusion between politics as a vocation 
and science as a vocation would dilute political will between these domains, 
detracting from the concentration of will in the leader. It would also result in 
the corruption of science as instrumental expertise. On the other hand, Weber 
recognized the importance of science to the state and to the bourgeois project. 
He resisted the kind of political corruption of academia that he saw in the 
“Althoff system,” with the Prussian Minister of Culture determining univer-
sity appointments, and that he also saw manifested in political disruption of 
the lecture theatre by students.62 It was important to preserve the integrity of 
science so that it could serve the state as instrumental expertise.

A corrupt science was for Weber a kind of corruption of the self. Science, 
if pursued with integrity, could also be an activity that expressed the mission 
of the bourgeoisie, the inner-worldly asceticism of the calling. The power 
of the bourgeoisie was in the world. Work was a means of transcending the 
banality of everyday life, within everyday life. Weber wrote, “one may also 
see the fabulous capacity of work, the superbness and matter-of-factness, the 
capacity—not the attainment—of beautifying everyday life, in contrast to 
the beauty of ecstasy or of the gestures of other nations.”63 In contrast to the 
mystical contemplative appreciation of nature, the bourgeois project beauti-
fied everyday life, the second nature of society. The calling was a vehicle 
for transcendence, or group charisma, for the bourgeoisie.64 The calling was 
a means through which to dominate the world.65 The emotional hardness of 
hard science was the perfect complement to the charismatic will of the politi-
cian. And indeed, political will required rational technique for its actualiza-
tion. Hence, Weber was concerned to preserve the integrity of science as an 
orientation to the world that was complementary to power.

Weber’s insistence on the separation of science from other value-spheres 
rested not only on the logical separation of fact from value, but also on 
a sociological description of the character of the university. The univer-
sity was empirically the sort of environment appropriate to the pursuit of 
disenchanted, instrumental knowledge, not the formation of charismatic 
insight: “Science today is a ‘vocation’ organized in special disciplines in 
the service of self-clarification and knowledge of interrelated facts. It is 
not the gift of grace of seers and prophets dispensing sacred values and 
revelations, nor does it partake of the contemplation of sages and philoso-
phers about the meaning of the universe.”66 The university was increasingly 
“Americanized,” that is, bureaucratized. And it was axiomatic in Weber’s 
thinking that bureaucracy and pure charisma were mutually exclusive oppo-
sites. So Weber says: “The large institutes of medicine or natural sciences 
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are ‘state capitalist’ enterprises, which cannot be managed without very 
considerable funds.” In these institutes, the worker is separated “from his 
means of production.” And the relationship between the assistant and the 
head of the institute replicates the dependence of “the employee in a fac-
tory upon the management.”67 This indicates, Shapin argues, that “at the 
beginning of the twentieth century the identity of the scientist was radi-
cally unstable. To be a scientist was still something of a calling but it was 
becoming something of a job.”68 Weber’s use of “state capitalism” was 
particularly relevant to the context of World War I. State capitalism was 
arguably epitomized by the German wartime economy.69 Weber’s reference 
to the institutes of medicine and natural science also seems particularly apt 
given the wartime context of the connections between Fritz Haber’s Kaiser-
Wilhelm Institute for Physical Chemistry, the IG Farben chemical cartel, 
and the military demand for wartime products such as chemical weapons. 
Weber was writing at the time of the formation of the prototypical “military-
industrial-academic complex.”70

Weber’s attitude toward state capitalist organization in academia fit both 
with his pessimism about the march of bureaucratization and with his com-
mitment to market capitalism. Weber’s concern for the autonomy of the 
scientist paralleled opposition to state interventionism by German employers 
who saw wartime controls as carrying the danger of creeping “state social-
ism.”71 Roth notes that, after the end of the war, Weber

[o]n various occasions . . . opposed the moves toward Gemeinwirtschaft, that is, 
socialized or collectivized economy. He objected to the efforts to socialize key 
industries . . . He wanted to see the war economy end quickly and the currency 
stabilized as soon as possible.72

The contradiction was that, while imperialist war made state control of the 
economy necessary, the capitalist foundations of imperialism depended on 
market exchange. Weber had no way out of this contradiction except to wish 
for wartime measures to be short-lived.73 Weber’s concern for the autonomy 
of the academic calling was bound up with his broader political opposition 
to state encroachment. Weber associated the state capitalist organization of 
academia with potential for political intervention in academic life as under 
the Althoff system.74

Alongside his image of the “state capitalist enterprise,” Weber puts for-
ward a different conception of the social role of the academic—exemplified 
by an American attitude: In “Science as a Vocation,” Weber presents the 
student as a “client” and the teacher (of politics or sociology) as being like a 
small businessman selling his services on the market. This is, to Weber, the 
grain of truth in the Americans’ idea that the teacher
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sells me his knowledge and his methods for my father’s money, just as the 
greengrocer sells my mother cabbage . . . And no young American would think 
of having the teacher sell him a Weltanschauung or a code of conduct.75

Rehmann argues that Weber’s 1904 to 1905 visit to America left him with 
the impression of “an ‘Americanist’ formation of capitalism that seem[ed] to 
[him] superior to the German condition” and from which he sought to draw 
lessons.76 Weber discusses what the teacher can do when someone comes to 
them with a value-choice—the teacher can aid in clarification:

If you take such and such a stand, then, according to scientific experience, you 
have to use such and such a means . . . Does the end “justify” the means? Or 
does it not? The teacher can confront you with the necessity of this choice. He 
cannot do more.77

“Science as a Vocation” puts forward a conception of professionalism that is 
in tension between a definition of the academic in the role of civil servant as a 
“privileged hireling of the state” and the American conception of the academic 
as a petty retailer of knowledge directly selling expertise to clients on the mar-
ket. The “greengrocer” image operates for Weber both as an attack on the pre-
tensions of academics who sought to put forward a worldview, and also as an 
image of formal market rationality counteracting the specter of direct political 
interference in the academic role. The image of the greengrocer is a model of 
the formal rationality of the market, in which instrumental expertise is avail-
able to a multiplicity of ends. In that sense, it counteracts the monopolization 
of expertise by the state in which the dominance of a narrower framework of 
ends could penetrate the academic calling in the form of political interference.

The American student’s insistence on treating the professor as a petit-
bourgeois retailer is crucial to the way in which Weber holds back the specter 
of planning that is an unstated implication of state capitalism for the intellec-
tual role. As Marcuse argues, Weber’s conception of scientific neutrality was 
closely aligned with his ideal image of the formal rationality of the market. 
This connection is further explored by King and Szelényi who argue that 
the ideology of professionalism (of which the Weberian notion of value-free 
expertise is the core) expresses a market contractual relationship between 
the professional and the client. Here they contrast the manager as an expert/
professional in a market economy and the bureaucrat as planner in a state 
socialist economy. The job of the planner, unlike the manager, is not just to 
allocate surplus as investment, but to

decide on the direction of the extended reproduction of the system . . . While, 
under market capitalism, the expert/professional manager knows how to sail 
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when the wind blows, under state socialism, at least in principle, it is the scien-
tific planner who blows the sail!78

The overcoming of purely formal rationality is, the authors argue, the 
motivation for the planned economy since it represents an attempt to replace 
the anarchy of the market with an orientation toward rational goals. Planning 
attempts to overcome the market’s prioritization of exchange value and to 
distribute effort on the basis of, to use Marx’s words, “social need, that is the 
use-value on a social scale.”79

Primary attention to use-values in planning necessarily brings value-ori-
entation to the fore: what are legitimate and good uses? A planned economy 
is supposed “to overcome the domination of techne over telos and create a 
society in which rationally selected goals would guide the economy.”80 In 
practice, this has rarely been the case. Since existing planned economies 
operate within a world system of economic and military competition, eco-
nomic and technological growth and military-technological force become 
ends in themselves and planning tends to be reduced to guidance of a process 
of forced industrialization. The anarchy of the market is overcome but the 
despotism in the workshop extends throughout society, with society con-
ceived of by technocrats as, to quote Boris Kagarlitsky, “ ‘one big factory’ in 
which all questions are resolved through administrative-technical means.”81 
Nevertheless, planning at least muddies the distinction between techne and 
telos and this was at the root of Weber’s dislike for planning as a distortion 
of formal rationality.

King and Szelényi argue that the status and legitimacy of the profes-
sional in a market society is tied to “the domination of techne over telos.” 
Therefore, under market capitalism, “the central ideology of the intellectual 
stratum is professionalism . . . [which] emphasizes knowhow, is based on 
‘formal rationality,’ and expresses the spirit of legal/rational authority and 
rules that regulate market economies.”82 Deliberation over ends is outside 
the purview of the professional precisely because the professional stands 
in a market relationship with a client. The client contracts the professional 
to solve a problem: the client sets the goal, the professional provides the 
technical solution. As King and Szelényi note, this relationship is expressed 
in Weber’s formulations of social scientific objectivity as value-neutrality. 
The job of the social scientist is to tell people what they can do, not what 
they ought to do.83 The image of a market relationship between professional 
and client is fundamental to Weber’s conception of the relationship between 
science and values. However, this market relationship produces exactly the 
type of “specialists without spirit” the modern prevalence of which Weber 
lamented, because the professional must sell expertise detached from any 
worldview or spirit.84
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Weber’s account of science is informed by an extreme individualism, valo-
rization of metaphysically undetermined individual will, and a corresponding 
negative conception of freedom (as freedom from external interference). 
Weber’s conception of value-judgments is highly individualistic. The indi-
vidual must choose what for him is a god and what a devil.85 As Lukács put 
it, Weber “raised the consciousness of the solitary individual to the status of 
an inappellable arbitrator.”86 The assumption of the individual will as radi-
cally free in the sense of being undetermined is intimately related to the way 
in which social relations are mediated by the market. This has been explored 
by Caudwell, who argues that bourgeois thought is characterized by a radical 
split between subject and object as a split between freedom and necessity. 
This division corresponds to the relationship between desire and production 
as mediated by the market. Caudwell writes:

Man is the subject; Nature is the object. Therefore in bourgeois society, the 
object appears solely as “things” over which man has rights, and whose laws 
or “necessity” he discovers in order to satisfy his desires. These desires appear 
arbitrarily proposing an end for Nature to satisfy, and by exploring the necessity 
of Nature, they are satisfied.

Notice that these desires for products appear spontaneously, and the products, 
having been formed, disappear. The desires come out of the blind market, and 
vanish into it. And yet the market veils the desires of Man, his whole active 
relation to Nature, as a conative creature, and veils also the satisfaction of those 
desires, which take place behind the same screen.87

Nature—the object of production and the object of science—appears as the 
realm of necessity, subject to causal law. Human desire appears, in contrast, 
as uncaused and spontaneous. As Caudwell puts it: “man’s desires emerge 
from the night of the market and are realized through the machine as prod-
ucts, which vanish again into the night.”88 This description perfectly cor-
responds to Weber’s conception of the relationship between human goals or 
desires and science. Value-oriented questions arise spontaneously in the indi-
vidual who brings the scientist a problem. The scientist provides an objective 
answer, which then is taken away, disappearing again into the night as a “use” 
of science. Human goals, desires, demands appear purely spontaneously and 
arbitrarily. These are walled off from scientific inquiry as to their causes, and 
science is walled off from their influence. The origin of these goals, desires, 
demands remains obscure.

It is significant that Weber stands out in classical sociological theory as 
insisting on a subject-object split in the sense of demarcation between ideas 
and material forces. Indeed, the adoption of Weber in American sociology as 
an antidote to Marxist materialism is precisely with reference to his insistence 
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on treating ideas as causally efficacious in history, combined with his opposi-
tion to treating ideas as themselves caused. Hence in his analogy, if material 
interests power the train of history—ideas are the switchmen that may change 
the direction of that train. To ask why ideas emerge to throw the switch one 
way rather than another is beyond the scope of Weberian sociology.89 And 
indeed, this is the place in Weber’s sociology for the charismatic leader. The 
charismatic leader is the concentrated expression of the individual agencies 
of the followers, who in their submission give up their agency to the leader, 
who becomes the individual personification and fulfillment of the bourgeois 
ideal of the metaphysically free agent.90 Human desire appears in the form of 
the mysterious charismatic leader—and scientific objectivity is there not to 
question his desires but to serve them. Caudwell argues:

In fact man’s desires are also subject to necessity. They change with history, 
with the change of methods of production and corresponding alterations in 
the superstructure of society. Yesterday a Roman glutton; to-day an Egyptian 
hermit. But all this causation of desire in society is hidden by the basic form of 
modern society, in which desires emerge from the blind market.91

Desires are not spontaneous but are themselves socially caused.
Weber’s analogy with the “greengrocer” ties the scientist as professional 

to the petty bourgeois retailer selling on the market. But his image of state 
capitalism indicates the erosion of the market as a result of the concentration 
of capital in advanced conditions. There is an important difference between 
the image of the scientist as an employee of a state capitalist enterprise and 
the image of the scientist as a retailer of knowledge in a market relationship 
with a client. The difference corresponds to the dual aspects of capitalism as 
described by Marx: “anarchy in the social division of labour and despotism 
in the manufacturing division of labour.”92 Both of these facets of capitalism 
militate against the ability to make judgments of ends. The anarchy of the 
market means that the selection of ends is impersonal and abstract. Bauman 
observes, “Intellectuals (like anybody else) have no control over market 
forces and cannot realistically expect to acquire any.”93 In the case of the 
employee, ends are imposed within a hierarchical relationship of command. 
Hence, the scientist as employee experiences a loss of autonomy. The petit-
bourgeois image of the greengrocer is, therefore, important since it implies 
the maintenance of bourgeois autonomy within an abstract set of relations. 
But in comparison with state capitalism, the greengrocer appears as a nostal-
gic image. The sense that bourgeois autonomy is doomed to disappear is the 
recurrent nightmare that leaves residues throughout Weber’s thought. The 
famous image of the iron cage expresses the way in which Weber is defensive 
against the very Western rationalism that he champions.
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Weber’s treatment of rationality is paradoxical.94 On the one hand, rational 
capitalism must be defended against its socialist challengers who are, almost 
by definition for Weber, at odds with reason: Karl Leibknecht belonged in 
a “madhouse” and Rosa Luxemburg in a “zoo.”95 As Marcuse put it, for 
Weber, “Socialism contradicted the idea of Western Reason and the idea of 
the Nation-State—therefore it was a world-historical error, if not a world-
historical crime.”96 The cultivation of the political vocation of the bourgeoisie 
was necessary for the defense of Western Reason and the Nation-State. On 
the other hand, the vocation of the bourgeoisie required limiting rationaliza-
tion—maintaining politics as a realm for the exercise of will. As Marcuse put 
it, “Weber’s concept of reason ends in irrational charisma.”97 Weber main-
tains politics as the sphere of the nonrational, focused ultimately on the power 
interests of the state that are posited a priori as the ultimate value.

Reason of state is the point of convergence of instrumental value-free 
science and nonrational politics. Politics provides science a priori with the 
ultimate values which it serves within the research university. Hence, Weber 
wrote in “The National State and Economic Policy,” “For us in this national 
state the ultimate standard of value even for reflection on political economy is 
Staatsraison.”98 Goldman writes that Weber was putting forward “the eleva-
tion of the nation into a holy cause.”99

Hence, nationalism provides Weber with a channel for the religious value 
of the calling, but in secular form. Goldman writes that “In Weber’s analysis 
of the nature of empowered leaders, the calling and ‘charisma’ are inextrica-
bly linked.”100 The charismatic leader is the concentrated embodiment of the 
calling, which is the source of the strength of the bourgeois class, the charisma 
of the bourgeoisie. Nationalism provided a channel through which charisma 
and calling could reenter the modern world. But this went along with a tragic 
view of the fate of charisma, since the advance of rationalization undercuts 
its conditions for existence. Since charisma “serves him as a metaphysical 
vehicle of man’s freedom in history,” rationalization is cast by Weber in 
tragic terms and associated with the loss of autonomy.101 The preservation 
of the bourgeois individual as an autonomous, choosing subject is bound up 
with the rationality of the market but threatened by the advance of rationality 
beyond a narrow domain. This reflects the self-defeating nature of market 
freedom in which the “autonomous” petit-bourgeois greengrocer is inevitably 
replaced by the monopoly (or “state capitalist”) enterprise. As George Orwell 
said, “the trouble with competitions is that somebody wins.”102

This paradoxical defense of, and against, rationalization also conditions 
Weber’s views about science. Weber’s language is shot through with ambiva-
lence: intellectualism is the “worst devil” but “one has to see the devil’s 
ways to the end.”103 So what Weber gives us is a strictly limited conception 
of reason: narrow specialization that requires putting “blinders” on and an 
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instrumental conception of knowledge that requires that ends be set externally 
and that human wants, needs, and desires mysteriously appear before science 
and, once satisfied, disappear from it just as mysteriously.

THE SELF-NEGATION OF AUTONOMOUS SCIENCE

Marcuse’s critique of the illusory character of Weber’s insistence on value-
free science mirrors Marx’s attack on the partial character of political eman-
cipation. The modern liberation of knowledge that is celebrated by liberal 
thinkers as freeing intellectual life from political constraints and from distor-
tions imposed by religion, preconceived morality, and so on establishes a 
form of intellectual activity that is inherently unable to question the ends that 
it serves. These ends must be set from outside. Hence this science becomes 
the victim and assistant of the dominant social powers. The very evacuation 
of (explicit) values and interests from science creates a disembedded form 
of intellectual activity that is less able to resist, and is more useful to, the 
dominant powers of capital and the state. The very insistence on the separa-
tion between reason and values generates a form of rational intellectual life 
that is timid of overt political involvement for fear of contaminating its own 
domain-specific rationality. This is a compulsory neutrality motivated by the 
fear of losing professional authority.

Weber’s lecture on “Science as a Vocation” articulated what has become 
the dominant ideology of the research university. This is a dimension of 
Alasdair MacIntyre’s observation that “The present age and its presentation 
of itself is dominantly Weberian.”104 The dominant academic ideology is an 
idea of the neutrality of technology as a set of value-neutral tools, from which 
it follows that the accumulation and advancement of technology is inherently 
beneficial—the more and better tools we have the better we can realize our 
goals. Hence technological progress is equated with human progress. The 
dominant discourse of the contemporary research university is, therefore, a 
breathless enthusiasm for technology.105

The technological orientation of the university accompanies a denial of 
responsibility for ends and a detachment of intellectual life from the shaping 
of the goals and values of the broader society. A particular expression of this 
detachment is the United States, in which the secular character of the univer-
sity coexists with the influence of religion in civil society and in the shaping 
of social consciousness and molding of subjectivities. Conceptualizing their 
intellectual life as a role demarcated off from the other aspects of the self, 
academics may manage a distinction between a secularized professional life 
and a privatized religiosity. Looking at American culture as a whole, one 
observes the curious phenomenon of a highly developed technoscientific 
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capacity, centered in secularized higher education and research institutions 
and government and commercial laboratories, at the same time as widespread 
public rejection of this secular scientific knowledge. In the age of Covid-19, 
this takes the form of the anti-vaccination movement. A technical reason 
that has detached itself from a responsibility to articulate public meaning is 
treated with suspicion by a vast mass of the population.

A defensive posture of the secular intellectual within the university, fac-
ing a broader culture that the intellectual perceives as hostile, leads to atten-
tion to maintaining institutional and cultural boundaries and demarcations 
around the space of secular reason. The self-conception of academics, the 
reward structures and the habits of intellectual judgment all militate against 
any kind of public intellectual role. Instead, one finds the tendency toward 
hyper-professionalism in fields such as academic philosophy and sociology. 
Shapin writes:

“Doing philosophy,” as it is currently practiced, is often more about dexterity 
in manipulating the disciplinary literature than it is about knowledge, mind, or 
morals. “Doing sociology,” similarly, is in large part a display of methodologi-
cal virtuosity and of knowing familiarity with the discipline’s currently fashion-
able “models.” You can tell a self-referential discipline by the fact that no one 
reads its products who doesn’t have to. Disciplinary members have to, or at least 
they acknowledge a moral responsibility to do so. Beyond those boundaries 
readership drops off like a cliff face.106

The hypertrophy of narrowly technical reason accompanies the atrophy of 
reason in public.

In America, one finds the ongoing barbarization of public discourse: the 
prevalence of anti-scientific discourses such as creationism, the systematic 
distortion of public understanding by corporate propaganda as in the case of 
climate change denial, and, now, with Covid, the loss of hundreds of thou-
sands of human lives caused by a president with a poison tongue—a dem-
onstration of the sheer power of propaganda in a time of legitimation crisis. 
When all institutions have ceased to be trusted, the path is clear for the irra-
tionality of charisma.107 Disregard for truth in public speech has been evident 
for years in falsehoods about weapons of mass destruction that led America 
into the war in Iraq, denial of climate change, “black helicopter” conspiracy 
theories about the United Nations put forward by right-wing radio jockeys, 
palpably false assertions about “death panels,” and the complete disregard for 
truth in the Trump administration’s “alternative facts,” which culminated in 
the lie of the stolen election that has now become a “stab in the back” myth 
for the Republican Party. The lack of purchase of truth in public discourse is 
observed uneasily from within the university.108
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However, the academic role is constructed in such a way that increases the 
division between a technicized academic discourse and the broader realm of 
public discourse. The instrumentalization of the university and the demise 
of reasonable public discourse are locked together in a self-perpetuating 
downward spiral. The self-insulation of academic discourse contributes to 
the reigning irrationalism of public discourse. Insularity also produces a 
mode of thought that cannot be enriched by engagement with human action 
and struggles—in other words, the active unfolding of human history—and 
so becomes increasingly desiccated. It is a form of knowing that is detached 
from being: knowingness.

The university, of course, relies on external support and so—despite the 
insularity of much of its discourse—can never actually insulate itself. The 
detachment of intellectual life from human struggles and public action, the 
preservation of the university as a space of knowledge evacuated of human 
interests and passions, creates a vacuum that is immediately filled by domi-
nant interests of the state and capital. An interest in technical proficiency for 
its own sake becomes united with the interest in power for its own sake and 
the interest in accumulation for its sake. Virilio points to the way in which 
the science of the “limit performance” oriented toward pushing back limits 
of what is technically feasible articulates with the military state interest in 
the maximization of technical power.109 Noble argues that technical experts 
align themselves with the holders of power because “it is the access to that 
power, with its huge resources, that allows them to dream . . . and the reality 
of that power that brings their dreams to life.”110 Bill Readings suggests how 
the detachment of intellectual value from other frameworks of value leads to 
the primacy of the empty language of “excellence” as the directionless goal 
of academic life. “Excellence,” Readings suggests, is the core discourse of 
the commercialized university: it signifies of knowledge and education as 
commodities.111

Technically proficient experts, who have eschewed concern for values 
other than the augmentation of proficient technique, have no way of setting 
their own goals; they rely de facto on goals set externally. Hence Marcuse’s 
argument against Weber’s valorization of the value-free science:

Your “neutrality” is as compulsory as it is illusory. For neutrality is only real 
where you have the power to repel interference: if you do not, you become the 
victim and assistant of any power that chooses to use you.112

Neutrality is compulsory because the expert must have themselves avail-
able to external interests: to state and corporate funders—to do so is the pre-
condition of survival—having the resources to continue. And, in the so-called 
entrepreneurial university, having the resources is itself, increasingly, the 
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measure of value. It is in this way that the doctrine of “pure science” based 
on value-freedom, dialectically transforms into its opposite, science as com-
modity.113 Gouldner wrote in “Anti-Minotaur” that

the value-free doctrine is useful both to those who want to escape from the world 
and to those who want to escape into it . . . . The belief that it is not the business 
of a sociologist to make value-judgments is taken, by some, to mean that the 
market on which they can vend their skills is unlimited . . . In brief, the value-
free doctrine of social science was sometimes used to justify the sale of one’s 
talents to the highest bidder and is, far from being new, a contemporary version 
of the most ancient sophistry.114

Schmidt has described the ways in which professional and scientific train-
ing cultivates “assignable curiosity”—the ability to be intrigued by, and 
dedicated to solving, those puzzles one’s organization or funder needs solved. 
This is less obvious in the university than in research jobs in industry or 
government. University researchers tend to be “directed in ways that allow 
them to see themselves as self-directed.” Schmidt describes how this subtle 
direction operates through the “unsolicited proposal” in which the researcher 
proposes a topic to a government funding agency. Due to their dependence 
on these agencies for their ability to carry out their work, and the intense 
competition for grants, “professors who want money to do research inevitably 
have funding agencies’ interests in mind as they plan their work and write 
their proposals. Consciously or unconsciously, they tailor their own interests 
to match those of the sponsors.”115 Apparently unsolicited proposals are often 
framed in a process of consultation with the funding agencies allowing agen-
cies’ interests to be integrated into the researcher’s own apparently autono-
mous plans. Schmidt notes that the unsolicited proposal allows the researcher 
to believe that they are self-directed even when their work is funded by, for 
example, the Department of Defense.116 Being a successful researcher means 
being skilled at anticipating and internalizing funding agencies interests and 
in the art of representing those interests back to the agencies.

Accompanying the way in which the power of external interests is obfus-
cated through this cultivation of “assignable curiosity” is what Schmidt calls 
the “social significance concealment game.” The importance of notions of 
autonomy and neutrality in the self-image of scientists makes the externally 
directed character of much research difficult and problematic to acknowl-
edge, so technical language often fulfills the function of masking social 
interests. Schmidt writes:

The way research is described, funded and carried out conceals its social origins. 
The titles that scientists give their research projects (and publications) usually 
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make their work look very abstract and esoteric. These titles, and the technical 
descriptions that accompany them, make no mention of underlying technologi-
cal work. This practice lends prestige to the work by making it look more basic 
and more like a pursuit of truth for its own sake.117

For illustration, Schmidt contrasts a series of examples of University of 
California Irvine physics researchers’ descriptions of their projects with 
funding agencies’ descriptions of those same projects. The physicists’ lan-
guage abstracts the technical content “the interactions of electromagnetic 
radiation, particularly in the infrared, with matter.” By contrast, the air force 
funders foreground the technological goals: “Aerospace communications 
surveillance and detection systems require electro-optical devices which 
exploit the special properties and interactions of infrared radiation with solid 
state materials.”118 Scientific curiosity is a kind of sublimation of social inter-
ests that expresses but occludes those interests. The concealment of interests 
allows researchers to present themselves qua professionals as apolitical. 
But that overtly apolitical orientation also prevents conscious attention to, 
and discursive-political contestation over, the interests to which science is 
subject. Assignable curiosity is facilitated by an institutional culture that 
discourages researchers from raising questions about political values of 
research programs.

The usefully “apolitical” scientist and the professionalized insular scholar 
are involved in a similar kind of self-defeat. This was described eloquently by 
C. Wright Mills in his 1950 critique of the transformation of the intellectual 
into white-collar worker, an account that Schmidt can be seen as updating 
and developing. Mills argued that the detachment from political action had its 
corollary in a pervasive sense of powerlessness among intellectuals.119 While 
their professional identity was justified by the “academic cult” of “Objectivity 
or scientism,” which eschewed responsibility for goals or the state of the 
world, this had its “personal counterpart in the development of a tragic sense 
of life.”120

In “Science as a Vocation,” Weber articulated the cult of objectivity and 
embraced its accompanying tragic disposition. Both objectivity and tragedy 
involve the denial of responsibility. The tragic sense of the impossibility of 
responsibility is expressed in Weber’s language of “fate” and “destiny” and 
in his language of submission to gods, devils, and demons, wherein “the 
answer is plain and simple if each finds and obeys the demon who holds the 
fibers of his very life.”121 Weber’s conception of autonomy is self-defeating. 
The autonomy of intellectual life from other value-spheres produces scien-
tists who, Weber says, are “privileged hirelings of the state.”122 One chooses 
which god or demon to obey, in other words to which set of fundamental 
values one commits oneself—but having chosen one is utterly committed. 
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But in consequence, Weber’s tragic resignation in the face of the inexorable 
rationalization and bureaucratization of the world is itself indicative of the 
self-defeating character of his conceptions of freedom and reason. Freedom 
is submission to some set of fundamental values that one accepts as tran-
scendent. Reason is acceptance of the ultimate primacy of irrational forces. 
Lukács writes: “So Max Weber banished irrationalism from his methodology 
and analysis of isolated facts only in order to introduce it as the philosophical 
basis of his world-picture.”123

Weber’s irrationalism follows from his fragmentation of human capaci-
ties into rigidly separated value-spheres with no connection or coherence. 
His language of gods and demons is a function of this alienation of human 
capacities. Science and politics as alienated human capacities appear as alien 
forces or gods to which human beings must pledge allegiance. History then 
becomes a tragic unfolding of the domination of human beings by these 
forces: the “iron cage” or “a polar night of icy darkness and hardness” are 
Weber’s visions of the human future.124 Weber was attracted to the irrational-
ism of charisma and he conceptualized a commitment to scientific rationality 
in terms of a philosophy of hardness and callousness about its own conse-
quences, which were defined as beyond its concern. These ways of accepting 
and even embracing irrationality go along with Weber’s pessimistic resigna-
tion in the face of what he presents as an ultimately stultifying and entrap-
ping rationality. These elements of romanticism in Weber symptomatize and 
express the contradiction in the individualism that pervaded Weber’s socio-
logical thought and that is at the core of bourgeois ideology. This is precisely 
the self-negation of bourgeois freedom within bourgeois social relations. The 
underlying dynamic that produces this self-negation is the self-negation of 
bourgeois “free trade,” since the atomized buyer and seller in the “perfect 
market” provides the model for the freedom of the bourgeois individual. Free 
trade and small enterprise are destroyed by monopoly capital. Weber’s self-
contradictory greengrocer of knowledge under state capitalism is the expres-
sion of his bourgeois bewilderment in the face of the inexorable process by 
which, as Marx and Engels wrote, “the priest, the poet, the man of science” 
become the bourgeoisie’s “paid wage labourers.”125 The strain of pessimism 
is that of the German mandarin intellectuals marginalized by the rise of sci-
ence and industrial capitalism.126

Weber’s conception of the iron cage symbolizes rationality itself as a form 
of unfreedom together with the vulgar economic materialism of capitalism 
that turned vocation into a “forced” pursuit of material gain.127 But this mate-
rialism for Weber is understood as an outcome of the calculatively rational 
spirit of capitalism. Materialism is dematerialized in Weber and subsumed 
by rational spirit. This conception of oppressive rationalism, accompanied by 
a romantic and nostalgic structure of feeling and a tragic view of history, is 
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a central motif in bourgeois thought. It runs alongside the bourgeois culture 
of utilitarianism and the related assertion of the rationality of the market and 
quantitative scientific knowledge as the only legitimate basis for thought 
(as in rational choice theory) and the liberal-utilitarian belief in the market 
and science as the basis for human progress. Weber embodied this split in 
bourgeois culture between rationalism and irrationalism, the inextricably 
intertwined but opposing impulses of the Enlightenment and Romanticism.128

As the bourgeoisie contained society within the nation-state, the nation-
state became the vehicle for the social scientific projects for the rational 
ordering of society. Science became linked to the nation-state as the insti-
tutional support of secular culture. However, this embroiled science in the 
contradictions of the capitalist nation-state with capitalist global economy. 
The universality of science is the universality of global economy. This is 
science conceptualized as emerging as a product of social life, what Marx 
called in The Grundrisse “general scientific labor,” “general intellect,” “the 
social intellect,” “society’s science,” and “the general productive forces of 
the social brain.”129 These productive forces clearly extend far beyond the 
nation-state. The “social brain” is increasingly a global brain. However, the 
institutional support for science ties it to the nation-state, which ties science 
to the irrational, conflictual relationship between nation-states, that is, to the 
political economy of war. The tethering of science to the irrational structure 
of the nation-state renders the value-framework in which science operates 
ultimately irrational. Weber’s rational science leads not only to irrational 
charisma, but relatedly, to irrational nationalism which glorifies war. Sam 
Whimster writes of Weber’s response to the outbreak of World War I, 
“Weber’s patriotism and cultural nationalism were aroused by the war.”130 
Romantic nationalism is the anti-rationalist value-framework to which the 
bourgeois rationalist must cling precisely because science is caught up in the 
contradiction between the nation-state and global economy and, therefore, 
sucked into the violent vortex of imperialism.

WAR IS A FORCE THAT GIVES 
SOCIOLOGISTS MEANING

The contradictions of liberal nationalist universalism are shown by Wolfe’s 
liberal imperialist project for a “return to greatness” for America in his 2005 
book of that title. Wolfe praised George W. Bush’s invasion of Afghanistan 
and assertion of American global power while making superficial critiques of 
Bush’s irresponsible excesses. The book may be treated as an instantiation of 
what Hedges calls “the death of the liberal class” and Wolfe’s trajectory from 
the New Left to Clinton-Obama-Biden Democratic Party liberalism, entailing 
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support for American imperialism, represents the broader shift of middle-
class radicalism toward accommodation and integration with imperialism.131 
This process of integration was aided by the fact that, as Jeremy Scahill 
writes, “The war on terror, launched under a Republican administration, was 
ultimately legitimized and expanded by a popular Democratic president.” 
Former expert adviser on counterterrorism for the Obama administration, 
Michael Boyle observes that President Obama “has routinized and normal-
ized extrajudicial killing from the Oval Office.”132 As Hedges argues,

Dick Cheney and George W. Bush may be palpably evil while Obama is 
merely weak, but to those who seek to keep us in a state of permanent war, 
such distinctions do not matter. They get what they want. The liberal class, like 
Dostoyevsky’s Underground Man, can no longer influence a society in a state 
of permanent war and retreats into its sheltered enclaves, where its members can 
continue to worship themselves. The corridors of liberal institutions are filled 
with Underground men and women. They decry the social chaos for which 
they bear responsibility, but do nothing. They nurse an internal bitterness and 
mounting distaste for the wider society. And because of their self-righteousness, 
elitism, and hypocrisy, they are despised.133

In contrast to the post–World War II period when scientists had a critical 
public voice in opposing the nuclear arms race, there is no significant pub-
lic critical voice of science questioning today’s drone wars. Scientists have 
become the silent technicians of the War on Terror.

Carl Boggs’s Fascism Old and New makes the case that American fas-
cism is not a sudden efflorescence of irrationalism propelled from below and 
embodied charismatically by Trump but, rather, is something that has for 
many decades been solidifying within the political-economic structures and 
shaping the culture.134 It is above all a creation of what Mills called the power 
elite.135 Boggs traces the development of an authoritarian corporate state capi-
talism in the United States back to World War II. The institutional roots of 
fascism are in the increasingly tight integration between, and concentration 
of power in, the federal government, the corporate elite, and the military.136 
Boggs emphasizes the growth of the military and its increasing preponder-
ance within the state apparatus. The permanent warfare state, he insightfully 
observes, shapes a warfare culture, to some extent directly through the close 
integration of Hollywood with the Pentagon propaganda machine, but also 
through war mobilization and through the real violence of war which comes 
home in television news, in the bodies and minds of soldiers and in the prac-
tices of militarized police. This violence must be rationalized and rendered 
acceptable. So there develops a culture both of denial and celebration of 
violence.
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Boggs points out the cultivation of nationalistic group narcissism in 
America, which grew out of America’s position at the end of World War II 
as the world’s most powerful nation, with its initial monopoly of the atomic 
bomb. Hiroshima and Nagasaki had to be denied and rationalized and the 
vast military expenditures justified by xenophobic anti-communism, which 
also functioned to suppress the organized left and thereby tame the unions 
and purge the nation’s educational and cultural institutions, enforcing a con-
stricted public discourse through anti-communism as civil religion, a taboo 
which is now breaking down among youth. As historian Gary Wills shows 
in his book Bomb Power, the atomic bomb also concentrated power in the 
presidency, who holds the power of life and death over the entire planet.137 
Lewis Mumford had seen just such a convergence of technological power 
and authoritarianism in the atomic bomb which he called the epitome of 
the modern “megamachine” combining scientific-technological power over 
nature with the bureaucratic organization of human beings: “Overnight, 
the civilian and military leaders of the United States were endowed with 
powers that hitherto had been claimed only by Bronze Age gods.” Trump 
drew on bomb power in his own self-aggrandizement and perhaps libidinal 
gratification in his power. He used in Afghanistan the MOAB, the largest 
nonnuclear weapon in existence, and repeatedly threatened to obliterate 
other countries, including North Korea, Syria, and Afghanistan. American 
global power has been heavily reliant on, and underpinned by, technology 
from the atomic bomb to satellite surveillance. The binding of science to the 
war machine has been a key feature of the postwar power of United States 
and has since World War II shaped its universities. Mumford noted the way 
in which a discourse of professional value-neutrality, based on science, per-
meated the authoritarian power structure: “every part of the megamachine 
was made over in consonance with the peculiarly limited type of knowledge, 
deliberately sterilized of other human values and purposes, that their refined 
mathematical analysis and exact methods had been designed to further.”138 
Marcuse, quite similarly, stressed the way in which science and technol-
ogy functioned for destructive and repressive purposes, legitimated by 
positivistic thought. The atomic bomb epitomized the irrational destructive 
purposes that were masked by the superficial positivistic rationality of the 
scientists at Los Alamos and Livermore and the defense intellectuals at the 
RAND Corporation. “We are again confronted,” Marcuse wrote, “with one 
of the most vexing aspects of advanced industrial civilization: the rational 
character of its irrationality.”139 The rational systems and professional roles 
that America’s technocratic liberals present themselves as upholding against 
Trump’s irrationalist populist fascism are themselves the supporting struc-
tures of the growth of authoritarianism in the American state. The drones 
that Trump inherited from Obama, with which Trump murdered at will, 
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feeding his irrational destructive narcissism, are the products of America’s 
technical intelligentsia in the laboratories of universities and testing facili-
ties of arms companies. The technical intellectuals put forward drones as a 
depoliticized, instrumental solution to geopolitics. Today’s use of drones 
by US imperialism recalls Wolfe’s description, in Limits of Legitimacy, of 
the Kennedy administration’s consideration of air strikes against Cuba dur-
ing the missile crisis: “A surgical strike became a wish fulfillment for these 
men, a fantasy that what irritated them could be swatted out of sight and out 
of mind.”140

For Weber, the meaninglessness of a scientifically disenchanted world was 
assuaged by an alternative source of meaning in nationalism and German 
imperialism. For Wolfe, three decades after Limits of Legitimacy, American 
imperialism similarly provided a source of meaning through identification 
with national “greatness” asserted in war:

I discovered that my country was one I could admire and respect, and before 
long, it also became one I loved. When it was attacked, I took to the podium, 
defending George W. Bush’s decision to fight back against the Taliban in 
Afghanistan and letting my students at Boston College know, in no uncertain 
terms, that Noam Chomsky and Michael Moore were not going to help them 
live in a country capable of defending itself against its enemies.141

In 1914–1918, there were professors who similarly exhorted their students 
toward the meatgrinder of trench warfare.

Wolfe’s statement that the invasion of Afghanistan was to “fight back 
against the Taliban” asserts an extremely oversimplified account of the 9/11 
attacks even within the parameters of the official 9/11 Commission Report. 
While the Taliban was effectively allied with al-Qaeda and provided harbor 
to the terrorist group, it was not directly involved in carrying out the 9/11 
attacks, whereas fifteen of the nineteen hijackers were Saudi Arabian.142 The 
elision and vagueness of the enemy was a key aspect of the “War on Terror” 
rhetoric by which Bush justified the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq and that 
continues to allow the United States to pursue military operations in countries 
like Somalia, recently bombed by the Biden administration.143 Wolfe justified 
Bush’s invasion of Afghanistan, while seeking to distance himself from what 
he calls the “ill-considered . . . ill thought-out” “military debacle” in Iraq. 
This splitting of the “good” war on terror from the bad became a feature of 
Obama’s masquerade as an “anti-war” candidate.144 Wolfe’s readiness to sup-
port the Bush administration’s murderous war in Afghanistan displays at the 
very least a monumental lack of curiosity, particularly for a sociologist and 
political scientist, regarding the geopolitical motivations underlying the US 
military involvement in the Middle East.145
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Daniel Golden describes a new generation of academics who have no 
qualms about serving the US military and intelligence agencies and find a 
sense of patriotic gratification in doing so:

A generational shift also underlies the increasing ties between the intelligence 
community and academia. Baby boomer professors who grew up protesting the 
CIA-funded misadventures of the 1960s, from the Bay of Pigs to the Vietnam War, 
began to retire, replaced by those shaped by the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, 
the first Gulf War, and 9/11. Younger faculty are more likely to regard the col-
lecting and sifting of intelligence as a vital tool for a nation under threat and a 
patriotic duty compatible with—even desirable for—academic research.146

Golden’s account points to a significant historical transformation of the 
professoriate, but also of the broader liberal, especially professional, upper-
middle-class milieu within which the professoriate exists.

The CIA social media campaign titled “Humans of CIA,” released in the 
spring of 2021, although usually reported on as being a campaign to attract 
millennials, was also reflective of the trajectory of middle-class radical-
ism. The superficial use of “woke” politics to cover for assassination and 
torture suggests the superficiality of that “radicalism” associated with that 
politics.147 Golden is right that the baby boom generation’s opposition to the 
Vietnam War did leave lasting anti-military sentiments in the university and 
that was rooted in a generation. But it is also the case that there has been a 
growing accommodation to imperialism within this layer, including, very 
significantly, within the generation of middle-class students radicalized in 
the 1960s.148 The change in orientation reflected the demise of the national 
social reform model. The crisis of bourgeois thought that this produced was 
described by Wolfe in 1977:

Something peculiar seems to have happened to the politics of advanced indus-
trial societies. Twenty years ago a select group of social scientists praised 
Western societies for having achieved the Platonic Good; class conflict, dishar-
mony, and disruptive ideas had withered away in paradise of permanent perfec-
tion. Yet, fads being what they are, it is currently fashionable to argue exactly 
the opposite. The world of Pangloss has become that of Céline, and in a strik-
ingly effortless manner. Societies once praised for having solved their problems 
are now viewed as overwhelmed to the point of paralysis by those very same 
problems. The key terms are no longer harmony, growth, and reconciliation, but 
stagnation, immobilisme, limited options, closed circles, steady states, la société 
bloquée. The shift in emphasis from iridescent optimism to a militant, aggres-
sive pessimism can be seen in almost every area of life, from social conflict to 
the consequences of technology.149

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 4:04 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



160 Chapter 3

The liberal-left resolution of its ideological crisis arising from the collapse of 
social reform and the rise of neoliberal globalization is bound up with, and 
reflected in, the transformation of the Democratic Party, away from its New 
Deal history and into a neoliberal party.

With the presidency of Bill Clinton, the Democratic Party engaged in 
what James Galbraith calls “a new and historic compromise, between the 
leadership of the Democratic Party and the very rich.”150 Liu writes that “It 
was after 1968 that the PMC gradually shifted its allegiance from workers 
to capital.”151 This relationship was consummated in the Obama admin-
istration with the continuation and expansion of Bush’s TARP program 
to maintain the inflation of asset prices, leading to a government-fueled 
stock market surge that, together with the abandonment of millions of 
homeowners to go bankrupt and lose their homes to the banks, greatly 
increased wealth inequality. At the same time, the organizations of the 
anti-war movement dissolved themselves and sections of the left began to 
advocate for the United States, Israel, and the Gulf monarchies’ proxy war 
for regime change in Syria, presenting this as a revolution. The election of 
Obama was the occasion for the integration of the more affluent sections of 
the middle class, with the rear brought up by the middle-class radicals in a 
long, and accelerating, retreat from radicalism.This retreat was concluded 
with Obama’s election. North writes that in the early 2000s, culminating 
with the election of Obama,

a profound shift took place in the political orientation of the remnants of the old 
middle-class protest movements that had emerged out of the mass movements 
of the 1960s.
In the weeks leading up to the outbreak of the Iraq War, there were mass protest 
demonstrations around the world. But they ended once the war began and never 
resumed. The nomination and election of Obama, the first African-American 
president, served as political justification for the integration of the petty-bour-
geois left into mainstream American politics. Substantial sections of the old 
protest movements—especially those whose members were part of the affluent 
middle-class milieu—completed the long and protracted process of their break 
with left political radicalism and their transformation into an anti-socialist and 
pro-imperialist pseudo-left.152

It is possible to see this shift in the political trajectory of Wolfe who, while 
involved with Marxist academics theorizing the state in the 1970s, by the 
end of that decade has, as he puts it, had the opportunity “to rethink my radi-
calism and emerge as more of a liberal than a leftist.”153 By the turn of the 
millennium, he was fully in support of the Bush administration’s invasion of 
Afghanistan.154
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Wolfe bemoans that Americans’ “mature patriotism” has since given way 
to an “immature” politics of “petulance.”155 But the title of his 2005 book 
suggests that the “mature patriotism” he advocates may not be so easily held 
apart from the more extreme Trumpist forms of nationalism. Years of war, 
extended and supported by the liberals in and around the Democrat Party, 
have eroded democratic rights and democratic political culture and culti-
vated jingoistic, xenophobic, and authoritarian tendencies that manifested 
themselves in support for Trump. Wolfe’s support for the American assault 
on the Middle East is reminiscent of the support for the US entry into World 
War I by such liberal luminaries as John Dewey. Of the latter, John Tipple 
wrote, “What Dewey and the pragmatic proponents of war failed to perceive 
was that war was the supreme tragedy of a modern mechanized society 
for, as Mumford has pointed out, war sanctioned savagery and deified the 
machine.”156 And indeed, the United States brought Afghanistan “kill teams” 
and drones.

Whereas Dewey’s militarism was in the context of America’s rise as a 
world power, Wolfe’s comes after protracted decline, as his nostalgic 2005 
title suggests. Wolfe’s support for war in the Middle East was under condi-
tions in which any link between nationalism and liberal universal values has 
long been broken. Wolfe’s support is for a declining world power seeking 
to maintain its global hegemony by means of military power through disor-
ganizing the world.157 Wolfe’s support for war is in a context in which the 
modern relationship between war and citizenship no longer operates.

Wolfe applies the language of universalistic liberalism to support the 
violence of the “predator state.” Wolfe’s growing national chauvinism was 
a response to the breakdown of the welfare state and rising living standards 
as the basis for the legitimacy of the capitalist state. In his 1998 panegyric 
to the simple, everyday “modest virtues” of the American middle class, One 
Nation, After All, Wolfe acknowledged this decline but put forward the ideal-
ist tonic that America was knit together by values: “For all the wealth gener-
ated in America in recent years, economic security, once the very definition 
of the middle-class way of life is unlikely to return to our shores. Yet the 
very insecurity that has come to characterize middle-class life may make us 
more of one nation than ever before.” Since middle-class values and iden-
tity transcend middle-class living standards and since there are few “middle 
managers of impeccable middle-class income who have not felt at least some 
of the uncertainty once experienced by primarily blue-collar workers,” this 
shared experience of insecurity could, he suggested, even more strongly knit 
Americans together, not in any oppositional way but in such a way to support 
the stability of American society and state.158

Wolfe’s Marxist analysis of the state in the 1970s was the Marxism of 
reformist social democracy. In a 1974 article, Wolfe put forward a revision of 
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Marx such that the false universality of the capitalist state (its class character 
masquerading as universality) could attain a certain extent of true universal-
ity. He wrote:

Yet it is possible to suggest a much less condescending alternative: that the 
universality of the state is only partially false. The welfare state is more easily 
denounced by intellectuals than by workers. Compared to what existed previ-
ously, it does move in the direction of universality, though with all deliberate 
speed, to use its own expression. In short, the welfare state is the positive sym-
bol of the fluidity of the modern class state, its position both in and above the 
class struggle.159

This is a version of the argument for the “relative autonomy” of the state 
from the interests of the ruling class, and that the state can instead be itself an 
arena of struggle and come to represent the interests of society more univer-
sally, including the interests of the working class. This argument was both a 
justification and an explanation of the welfare state. Wolfe was explicit that 
the defense of the welfare state was the essential core of his Marxist political 
sociology: “The whole point of this exercise in definition and historical appli-
cation is to stress the point that the contemporary capitalist state is very much 
a contradictory phenomenon. This is especially true of its welfare character.” 
It is in “the nature of the capitalist state,” Wolfe argued, that

any government, especially in liberal democratic society, can at one time be 
both part of a capitalist state and a partial reappropriation by people of their 
common power . . . [A]t any given point in time, the capitalist state can appear 
as both itself and its potential opposite.160

Writing in the period of the 1970s “fiscal crisis of the state,” but before the 
neoliberal onslaught had fully taken shape, with the Reagan administration, 
Wolfe made this argument that the “left hand” of the state manifested its 
relative autonomy, prior to the massive assault by the ruling class against the 
gains that had been made within the post-New Deal, Keynesian state. This 
assault was a reassertion of the essential class character of the state and there 
has not been a return to the welfare state and social democracy. Wolfe’s own 
rightward political trajectory was an example of the more general abandon-
ment of the welfare state by the upper middle-class liberals. The ideas of 
“civil society” and “communitarianism” as an alternative to the state, that 
Wolfe made as part of his rightward trajectory, were part of the discursive 
world of the Third Way, of the Clinton Democrats in the United States and 
New Labour in Britain. Wolfe’s rightward movement, like that of much of 
the middle-class liberal-left, may be seen as deriving not from the collapse 
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of the Soviet Union, but from the processes of globalization that were the 
underlying cause of this collapse. These global processes were destabiliz-
ing all projects of constructing society with the bounds of the nation-state, 
shielded from the forces of the global economy. Globalization freed the 
ruling class from the compromises into which it had entered earlier in the 
century under pressure of a revolutionary global working class. Globalization 
not only arose from the growth of the productive forces, but was also actively 
pursued as a strategy by the ruling class in order to get out of those national 
compromises.

Wolfe’s turn to civil society may be understood as the search for new 
legitimations for the capitalist state as the welfare state was being rolled 
back and this process was threatening state legitimacy. He turned from 
analyzing the contradiction between liberalism and democracy to seeking 
social resources to mediate that contradiction. The Trumpist attempted 
coup of January 6 was a manifestation of precisely this contradiction and 
the growing tendency of the ruling class to seek authoritarian solutions. 
In Limits of Legitimacy, Wolfe identified an early manifestation of this 
tendency in the Trilateral Commission Report on the Governability of 
Democracies. Wolfe recognized this as a likely path the ruling class would 
take in seeking to preserve its power in the face of crisis.161 Globalization 
exacerbated the contradiction between liberalism and democracy and pro-
duced crisis in what Wolfe called the “dual state” showing “two faces, one 
responsible for preserving the prerogatives of those in power and the other 
for winning consent for those prerogatives.”162 “Transnational political and 
economic activity has pushed the historic contradictions of the capitalist 
state to new heights,” Wolfe wrote.163 The declining legitimacy of American 
political institutions today should be understood as a result of the former 
“face” of the state displacing the latter, in other words, the task of maintain-
ing the power and wealth of the ruling class undermining the legitimacy of 
the state and of all mediating institutions. The authoritarian turn indicated, 
Wolfe then wrote, that “the dominant forces within late capitalism are 
losing their ability to rule.”164 Wolfe’s turn to explicitly seeking to medi-
ate these contradictions follows from his original reformism and also the 
idealist utopianism that was evident in Limits of Legitimacy in his talk of 
“democratic dreams”:

Democratic dreams have come and gone, sometimes appearing as visions of 
what a humane world would be like and sometimes turning into perverse night-
mares as people become desperate in the search for answers to the pressures in 
their lives. But even though they may be suppressed momentarily, their exis-
tence can never be discounted, for the desire to be part of a meaningful com-
munity is a human urge that no historical event has yet completely overcome.165
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If democratic goals arise from the urge for “meaningful community,” then 
through theories of civil society and the growing nationalism of Wolfe’s 
thought, constructing that meaningful community could be the task of medi-
ating the contradictions of the capitalist state.

The primary form of “meaningful community” on offer in capitalist society 
is the nation-state. In his 1998 book, Wolfe excoriated the identity politics 
“left” for the fact that it “has persistently denied this moral ideal of one 
nation.” Identity politics go against “the middle-class belief in one nation.” 
The left was most successful when it “could claim to speak for the one 
nation we ought to be.”166 But why is the higher unity above particularistic 
identity-political categories of race and sexual preference the nation? The 
nation is a particularism. And the violent implications of this particularism 
were expressed in Wolfe’s attraction to war a few years later. The nation as 
basis for meaningful community is continually being undercut by the growth 
of the productive forces, which are inexorably binding humanity together 
as a unified whole. In the face of these contradictions, but unable to break 
from the bourgeois ideology of nationalism, Wolfe retreated into American 
chauvinism. There is a definite logic that leads from national reformism to 
national chauvinism. In seeking to construct a moralized social basis for the 
state, Wolfe was following in the footsteps of earlier twentieth-century social 
reformers who framed their arguments in Christian or utopian language. But 
ultimately Wolfe’s reformism was entirely wedded to the nation-state, even 
while that nation-state less and less incorporated the concessions to the work-
ing class that he had earlier argued constituted its latent universality.

Return to Greatness exemplified how, with the decline of American 
hegemony, the liberal sociologist must become less abstract in their framing 
of society as nation and so the underlying nationalism to which bourgeois 
sociology, and the much-weakened project of social reform, remain attached, 
must become explicit. Like the moralist reformers, Christian socialists, 
Fabians, and social democrats of the early twentieth century who supported 
their countries in World War I, the political logic of Wolfe’s sociological 
and reformist project attaches it to the nation-state and, therefore, to support 
for the right-hand of the state and the violence of imperialism. Bourgeois 
thought is incapable of escaping the irrationality of nationalism because the 
nation-state is the bourgeoisie’s central, and ultimately its only, solution to 
the problem of social order.

In The Limits of Legitimacy, Wolfe had argued that liberal democracy was 
the expression of the contradictory character of the capitalist state. The legiti-
macy of the capitalist state after World War II rested on “the great compro-
mise that has . . . come to be called liberal democracy.”167 This compromise 
was made possible by functions of the state that mediated between its capital-
ist character, and, at the same time, its embodiment, in its welfarist functions, 
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of the interests of the working class. In the realm of political participation, 
parties mediated the contradiction between rule by power elites on behalf of 
the ruling class and universal suffrage. The class compromise of the postwar 
period, however, was inherently contradictory and unstable. It depended on 
the mediation of the inherent contradiction of liberal democracy, between lib-
eralism (which was rooted in market relations and the defense of the property 
rights of the bourgeois class) and democracy (which was an ideal of universal 
participation). The form of liberal democracy mediated this contradiction. 
But the form is breaking down. It has become rote and ritualistic, in the sense 
of Yurchak’s hypernormality, and its fragility is more and more exposed 
beneath the façade. The contradiction between liberalism and democracy 
is tied to contradictions between individual and society, market and state, 
and public and private. It has, at its root, the contradiction between private 
appropriation and socialized production. This is further expressed in the con-
tradiction between global economy and the nation-state. Globalization has 
unglued the compromise between liberalism and democracy and undermined 
the mediating institutions. Sociology, as the bourgeois science of mediation, 
cannot recover its equilibrium.
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NORMALCY AND NORMAL SOCIOLOGY

“There is a sense of precarious artificiality in every garden,” writes Bauman.1 
Normalcy was a garden, managed within the borders of the nation-state. 
It was within the nation-state, as what Giddens calls a “bordered power-
container” that the processes of the sequestration of experience and internal 
pacification produced the distinctively modern sense of “everyday life” which 
Giddens describes as “routinised day-to-day activities in which the routinisa-
tion of those activities is not strongly embedded normatively in frameworks 
of tradition.” The processes of the production of everyday life also, Giddens 
writes, “go together with the creation of generalized deviance,” as a neces-
sary corollary of the creation of generalized normalcy.2 Deviance is also the 
quintessential object of sociological expertise allied with, and supporting, 
the nation-state’s gardening functions.3 Bauman points to the way in which 
American sociology, in its origins, expressed the idea that modern societ-
ies required “conscious management of the human condition.” Sociology 
was, therefore, strongly informed by the “modern tendency for social engi-
neering.” The discipline “was hoped to be reformatory, and groomed to be 
managerial.” Sociology was, therefore, a project for the social production of 
normalcy, a project of routinizing social activity in a modern capitalist world 
uprooted from tradition. Such a world was exemplified by America, perhaps 
especially the mid-west where American sociology was born.4

Sociology was a project actively involved in the production of modern 
everyday life. And yet, through its epistemology and methods, it worked to 
occlude this very produced (and therefore precariously contingent) makeup 
of everyday life. Gouldner’s 1975 essay “Sociology and the Everyday Life” 
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adds this important insight to his critique of normal sociology. The everyday 
life, Gouldner writes,

is the pedestrian and mundane life that is so commonly recurrent that its par-
ticipants scarcely notice it. EDL [the everyday life] is the seen-but-unnoticed 
life. It is the everyday, the mundane, the secular, the deserted-by-the-sacred, 
the god-emptied life . . . It is precisely the EDL of the group and its common 
background assumptions that constitute its standard of the normal and, thereby, 
of the more-than-normal, or extraordinary, which is history.5

Gouldner argues that everyday life is also the “unnoticed” background and 
grounding of sociological theory. It is the assumed ordinary against which 
theoretical awareness of the historical and extraordinary is constructed, but 
also the source of the theorist’s taken-for-granted domain assumptions, which 
are rooted in their “everyday” social world.6 This rootedness of sociology in 
everyday life is both necessarily the case and a trap and limitation on sociol-
ogy. It is a trap to the extent that it prevents sociology from carrying out its 
quintessential task, which is precisely to take the everyday from the tacit and 
unnoticed to the explicit and remarkable. Gouldner writes that

Sociology’s task, then, is to transform the common perspective on the common 
and . . . to heighten the stable accessibility of the common: to make it visible. 
Sociology’s task is thus to liberate subjugated reality, to emancipate underprivi-
leged reality.7

The liberation of subjugated reality requires a reflexive sociology.8 According 
to Gouldner,

sociology is a study of everyday life whose object is not so much to discover 
but to recover the nature of that EDL—to help the “object” to become less of 
an object and more of a subject, to become more fully aware of and hence more 
fully in control of his EDL.9

In contrast, “normal sociology” stymies precisely this quintessential socio-
logical function. Far from making everyday life accessible to reflexive intel-
ligence, normal sociology contributes to its invisibility.

The occlusive consequences of normal sociology lie precisely in the taken-
for-granted “common perspective” of normal sociologists that their task is the 
discovery of a social reality that exists “out there,” apart from the sociologist. 
Gouldner writes,

The common perspective speaks of sociology as “discovering” reality, as find-
ing or constructing new social laws or regularities, whereas our emphasis here 
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is not on the discovery of the new but on the display of the already known. That 
is, sociology’s task here is recovery, not discovery.10

The task of reflexive sociology is to recover the social knowledge that 
is constitutive of, and embedded in, social life. To say this is to reject the 
idea that its task is to “discover” a social reality that is projected as exist-
ing unknown, as a mute and inert object, while the “normal” professional 
sociologist rhetorically asserts their own monopoly of knowledge as if from 
a position outside this discovered reality. As Habermas states, with irony, 
about technocratic ideology: “It is a singular achievement of this ideology to 
detach society’s self-understanding from the frame of reference of commu-
nicative action and from the concepts of symbolic interaction and replace it 
with a scientific model.”11 Normal sociology systematically obscures its own 
embeddedness in the everyday life, and it is this very occlusion that more 
tightly binds normal sociology to everyday life, and renders it fettered by the 
assumptions and limitations of the everyday “natural attitude” or the “seen 
but unnoticed” character of the world of everyday life, limiting reflexivity.12 
Normal sociology’s reification of norms, institutions, and structures is also 
the reification of human beings by turning them, as Garfinkel put it, into 
“cultural dopes.”13

Normal sociology creates its much-cherished objectivity by transforming 
the people it studies from people into objects. But the study of people is quite 
unlike the study of objects in that people are necessarily subjects as actors 
and interpreters of the action. Such interpretations are not extraneous to the 
action but constitutive of it as social action. Gouldner makes the point that the 
relationship of sociology to its “object” is unlike that of the physicist to the 
object-world physicists study and more like an encounter between two groups 
of scientists, in which one group aims to understand the work of the other:14

The “object” of knowledge here, men, is unlike other objects of knowledge, in 
that they can participate in, have, and share the knowledge developed. They not 
only provide “data,” in whose interpretation they play no part, but are them-
selves interpreters of their own and of one another’s behavior. Sociology is 
that special study that is about those who investigate their own behavior, who 
have their own theories about their own collective being and have substantial 
knowledge of this life of theirs. Sociology is the study of human beings who can 
construct and achieve a sociology and who continually do so as part of their own 
seen-but-unnoticed construction of EDL.15

By recovering awareness of the quotidian and its active, but hidden, making 
by people in the course of their everyday lives, reflexive sociology empowers 
people to remake their ordinary world. Normal sociology, in contrast, hinders 
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the recovery of the ordinary, obscures the tacit knowledge that people have 
of their everyday lives, and shores up the “seen-but-unnoticed” character of 
everyday life. It blocks the recovery of the pervasive knowledgeability of 
ordinary people in ordinary life precisely in order to assert a professional 
monopoly over societal knowledge. Normal sociology is, therefore, an obsta-
cle to the essential task of sociology.

The professional, normal sociologist is driven by their status-interest to 
deny and obscure the knowledgeability of ordinary people in society, pre-
cisely in order to hide the sociologist’s own ordinariness and the rootedness 
of their own professional knowledge in the everyday life that they share with 
others. Gouldner writes that the theorist obscures their own ordinariness by 
“working hard at being different from, and superior to, the ordinary mem-
ber.”16 Normal sociology operates with a subject-object split, constituting the 
ordinary member of society as object in order to constitute the sociologist as 
knowing subject, as if removed from the social realities that they cognize. 
In so doing, through its claimed professional monopoly of social knowl-
edge, normal sociology undermines the task of sociology by denying the 
knowledge of ordinary members and preventing their recovery of their social 
knowledge. Normal sociology is, therefore, an obstacle to the development of 
society’s reflexive knowledgeability.17

Normal sociology is tied to the everyday life and prevents its recovery pre-
cisely by treating social life and people in society as objects. Normal sociol-
ogy reinforces the veil of ordinariness that prevents the recovery of everyday 
life. Gouldner writes, “In a secured world, one need take no notice.”18 The 
world is “secured” by being assumed, and therefore by being seen-but-
unnoticed. Normal sociology constructs a “secured world,” a world in which 
objects have their place, and the right place of objects is known by people 
in the right place, the experts. It militates against questioning the givenness 
or objectivity of the social world, which would call into question the role of 
the sociologist in making a social world of objects, a social world in which 
people are administered as objects and must accept the world as it confronts 
them because they are powerless to change it. The sociologist feels secure in 
a world of objects and feels secure in their own special place as professional 
knower of this object-world. According to Gouldner:

To construct the social world as real, reality must be constructed in a special 
way; it must be constructed as a given and not be infused with problematicity; 
it must be constituted as something that can be finished rather than being estab-
lished as a continuing construction, or as an unending work. In sociology, this 
means that society must be presented as an object-thing and as separate from the 
process of “making” it. Being external, or taken to be external, objects are used 
as points of orientation and hence constitute terms and frames in which the self 
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may be defined. Both sociologists and the men to whom they make reference are 
object-making; and in part they both make objects for much the same reason: to 
constitute terms of reference that are security-enhancing.19

Normal sociology is, in that way, normalizing. Rather than problematizing 
the everyday social world, sociology participates in shoring up the “objec-
tive” reality of the everyday world, thereby securing existing relations against 
being called into question. Objectivism supports the epistemic authority of 
the professionalized expert which, in turn, supports the prevailing authority-
structures, institutions and roles which provide the professionalized experts 
with their institutional position and their warrant to pronounce on objective 
reality, simultaneously denying epistemic authority and agency to the people 
whom they study as objects. However, contrary to the ideological appear-
ance of scientificity as different from and superior to ordinary knowing, it 
is precisely the objectivism of normal sociology that binds it to everyday 
consciousness. Gouldner writes:

The normal sociologist’s reification of “culture” and of “society” as object-
things is essentially the same kind of construction as the ordinary person’s 
construction of an object-centered social world. Both defocalize the extent to 
which these objects are of their own making.20

Normal sociology is joined with the natural attitude, the ordinary everyday 
perspective, in the reification of the social world. Sociologists’ ideas of social 
structure, institutions, norms, and operationalized variables, Gouldner sug-
gested, were ways of seeing the world without noticing it.21

Paradoxically, it is precisely the way in which sociology imagines itself to 
be apart from the everyday life that roots it most strongly in it. Sociology’s 
methodological “scientificity” is itself what makes sociological conscious-
ness continuous with the ordinary “seen-but-unnoticed” occlusion structured 
into everyday life.22 Occlusion derives not from any particular method per 
se, but from the model of relationship between the knowing subject and the 
known object. It derives from the assumption of the known as object, which 
is also the making of the known into an object. In this, sociology participates 
in reifications of capital and bureaucracy. The interweaving of sociology with 
these forms of domination, and the interweaving of these with patriarchy, is 
elaborated Dorothy E. Smith. She writes,

Established sociology has objectified a consciousness of society and social rela-
tions that “knows” them from the standpoint of their ruling and from the stand-
point of men who do that ruling. To learn how to know society from sociology 
. . . is to look at it from these standpoints. It is to take on the view of ruling.23
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The ways of seeing and discussing in sociology are, Smith argues, homol-
ogous with those of the array of professionals who administer society within 
the framework of the nation-state. Hence, sociology is a form of knowledge 
that views the social world from the standpoint of the institutions of rule 
that make up the nation-state. Vaughan argues that “Sociologists have been 
hesitant, even resistant, to examine the discipline’s growing incorporation 
into the nation-state apparatus and into the process of bureaucratic rational-
ization more generally.” Vaughan suggests that the “natural science model” 
is the core commitment that prevents such reflexivity and thereby accom-
modates sociology to the objectifying abstractions of the state: “The natural 
science model, which assumes the existence of fixed and immutable laws 
of nature, calls on sociologists to conceive of existing social relationships 
as ‘legitimate’.”24 By constructing a stable world of objects, the sociologist 
joins with the assumptions of everyday life in providing ontological secu-
rity. For, as Gouldner writes, “Ordinariness and stability are the ontological 
requirements of security. Or, more properly, of the sense of security, and of 
passivity and acquiescence.”25 Sociology is not just observing an external 
reality but, by its very interpretations of the world and its claim to epistemic 
authority for those interpretations, is involved in making the social world, in 
the sense of the collectively inhabited social reality. Sociology imagines the 
collective it inhabits to be nation and nation-state; it has constructed soci-
ety as nation-state. It recovers life in such a way as to render it as society 
and to render society as nation-state.26 Its natural science model authorizes 
sociology to assert the reality of this entity, society. If successful, sociology 
makes “society” into a category through which human beings collectively 
interpret reality, in this case the reality of themselves. Society thus becomes 
part of the social ontology of the collectively inhabited social world. But the 
grounds by which sociology claims authority, its scientificity, its objectivity, 
are the means by which sociology does something that model of scientific 
objectivity excludes, it makes its object through its very acts of interpreta-
tion. Gouldner argues,

Sociology has the problem of constituting the social world’s reality, of consti-
tuting society as real, without making pointed affirmation of this and thereby 
speaking ambiguously about that reality. To do so, it speaks of society as an out-
there world, as externalized and externally situated. To intimate the reality of 
society, sociologists defocalize the manner in which they along with other, non-
sociologists, participate in the construction of that world and have not merely 
discovered it. It is thus that the social world is made solid, secured, ordinary.27

This passage suggests that what objectivism masks is precisely that it is soci-
ology’s task to create society as ontologically real, to make society, and to 
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make a particular kind of society, a modern industrial bourgeois society that 
is stable and can be taken for granted. In other words, sociology has been 
tasked with constructing bourgeois hegemony. As such, sociology’s positiv-
istic affirmation of the actual is involved in a legitimizing project. The task 
of sociology is to constitute bourgeois relations as society, as real and stable 
and lasting, and to legitimize them as such. Gouldner writes that to make the 
world ordinary and, therefore,

solid is to quiet doubts and anxieties, to relax and tranquilize; it is to create a 
world in which one can be at home, or rather, at Home. Normal sociology’s task, 
then, is to put men at their ease and to make the world homey.28

Sociology’s task is to replace the religious sacred canopy with a secular, 
scientific canopy appropriate to an industrial society. But any such canopy 
makes what is under it appear more resilient than it truly is and hides what is 
beyond the canopy. A further sense that could be attached to Dennis Wrong’s 
concept of the “over-socialized conception of man” is that sociology’s imagi-
nation of the sacred canopy of society occludes the natural world beyond it, 
out of which this social canopy is ultimately constructed.29 That is especially 
true of the canopy of modernity, which is a profane canopy built out of tech-
nologies that control nature and keep it at bay. It is true of the quasi-sacred 
canopy of the commodity fetish, which occludes both labor and nature.

There is a particular kind of reification of social life that takes place in 
capitalist society. Sohn-Rethel argues that the scientific worldview arises 
from commodity fetishism bound up with the abstract nature of the social 
synthesis, achieved through the market. This real abstraction is the foundation 
on which bourgeois social relations are made and the basis on which sociol-
ogy’s abstract “society” is intellectually constructed. Sohn-Rethel’s argument 
implies that the routinization of daily life in capitalist society expresses a 
more radical reification due to the way in which social relations are abstracti-
fied by the market.30

Quotidian life in capitalist societies is organized around and oriented to 
commodities. Marx opened Capital Volume 1 with the statement that capital-
ism presents itself most immediately as an “immense accumulation of com-
modities.”31 Normalcy in capitalist society depends on the availability of 
commodities, a balance of availability and scarcity that shapes a class way of 
life. But what was distinctive about the mid-twentieth century, and especially 
mid-century-American modernity, was the suppression of class differences in 
consumption, as a feature of mass consumerism and the achievement of rela-
tive equality in comparison with what went before and what has come after. 
Normalcy evoked a middle-class way of life, and its generalization as an 
ideal that was broadly achievable, making possible the idea of a middle-class 
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society as a classless society, something that America at this time seemed 
to model. Klaus Ronneberger writes that “consumption was established as 
the dominant form of culture under Fordism and became a motor of social 
development.”32

According to George Steinmetz, “The integration of sociology into the 
Fordist domestic and foreign policy scientific infrastructure” was bound up 
with the way in which sociological assumptions meshed with, reinforced, 
and derived plausibility from, the patterns of life under postwar Fordism and 
Keynesianism. A key aspect of this was the rising living standards that under-
pinned the sense of structuredness and stability, and therefore the reification, 
of the social world. Steinmetz writes,

Wage earners in general, including the better-paid sectors of the working class, 
were able for the first time in the history of capitalism to develop a horizon of 
stable expectations concerning their own future, enhanced by relatively gener-
ous protection against the risks of unemployment, sickness, and poverty in old 
age. The social ontology of the Fordist subject was aligned with security.33

The image of normalcy was associated with consumerism, or the emergence 
of a mass consumer society. This implies a connection between normalcy 
and commodity fetishism. The seeming homogeneity of life in a middle-
class society of consumers depended on the occlusion of the social antago-
nism inherent in commodity production, that is, the conflict between capital 
and labor. The taken-for-grantedness of everyday life in capitalist society 
reflected the finished, objectified form of the things with which, and in orien-
tation to which, everyday life was conducted.34 Wolfe wrote, in 1974,

increasingly the process of alienation becomes reproduced in all aspects of soci-
ety. It is one of the great contributions of writers like Ronald Barthes and Jean 
Baudrillard to see authority relationships in the symbols of everyday activity: 
furniture arrangements, wrestling matches, and gadgets.

Hence, Wolfe wrote, “A narrowly political or economic critique of capitalism 
makes less sense than a full-scale critique of its culture.”35

“SOCIETY” AS COMMODITY 
FETISHISM AND NATIONALISM

Everyday life under capitalism is conducted in a world that presents itself as 
finished. The disparate human activities that manifest the division of labor 
are united and coordinated invisibly through the operations of the market. 
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What Sohn-Rethel calls the “social synthesis” is therefore accomplished 
blindly, unconsciously, and abstractly. Sohn-Rethel argues that this abstract 
ordering of human activity, through the impersonal operations of the mar-
ket, historically enabled the conceptualization of the physical universe as 
an abstract system operating according to impersonal laws. This impersonal 
Newtonian universe provided the ontological model and scientific ideal for 
the emergence in the nineteenth century of sociology, the term coined by 
Auguste Comte for what he initially conceptualized as “social physics.” The 
rise of capitalism was the creation of social relations of the kind that could be 
conceptualized as impersonal laws, not acts of men or even a deity. Hence, 
the religious representation of the social whole could no longer be sustained 
and a new scientific representation was called for, a representation of a social 
world existing sui generis, operating according to its own immanent rules and 
mechanisms.36

Under capitalism, the synthesis of the division of labor is accomplished 
not by the laborers themselves and not within the laboring activity, but is 
removed from this activity by the abstract operations of the market. In the 
capitalist factory, the organization and coordination of working activity is 
achieved through a plan embodied in the technological specifications of 
the machinery. At both these levels, then, the synthesis takes place behind 
the backs of the producers, rather than according to their conscious will. 
Intelligence and decision are removed from the working activity itself, that is, 
the labor process. The synthesis of working activity takes place outside, and 
removed from, the work. Intelligence is removed from the physical activity of 
work and this physical activity is denied the ability to organize and coordinate 
itself—this is done from above. The division between intellectual and manual 
labor, therefore, arises from the alienation of intelligence from the worker. 
Intelligence appears outside the labor process itself.37

Society, as the social synthesis of the division of labor, appears in reified 
form as a thing in itself, a mysterious abstract thing, the cognition of which 
requires a special position that is also outside of the working activity that pro-
duces this abstract thing. The contemplation of society as a whole, as if from 
the outside of this whole, is the work of intellectuals, specifically sociologists. 
The sociologist appears, therefore, to exist somehow apart from the thing.

Comte’s fashioning of the sociologist on the model of the priest and the 
construction of a new religion illustrates how it was necessary to conceive 
of the sociological knower as separate from and, as a priest, superior to, or 
transcending, the known. The Comtean image of the sociologist was dropped 
as an explicit part of sociological positivism, though it remained, implicitly, 
at the core of Durkheim’s project. The construction of a new religion, as such, 
was no longer necessary to provide an institutional support for the claim of 
the sociologist to exist above society once sociology became institutionalized 
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as a discipline within the university. The university, by its institutional 
boundaries, positions the sociologist as separate from the known and supports 
the sociologist’s claim to scientific objectivity as a “view from nowhere.”

However, for Comte, sociology was necessarily reconnected with its object 
through the aspiration to provide conscious direction to society, through 
reform and planning. Sociology came into being as a project to contemplate 
the social world in order to intervene on, guide, and manage the social order. 
While it was the market and the monetary exchange abstraction that made 
possible the abstract and reified conception of social order as amenable 
to scientific study, sociology developed as a response to the failure, and 
impossibility, of securing social order on the basis of market relations left to 
themselves.38

The emergence of sociology represented a shift in bourgeois ideology, 
away from classical liberal doctrine based on the ontological assumption 
and ethic of individualism and the political economy of the unfettered self-
ordering market, toward the recognition of the ontological reality of the 
social.39 According to Leon Bramson, “sociology’s most important historical 
source [was] 19th century European conservatism.”40 Sociology represented 
the incorporation of conservatism into liberalism.41 While maintaining a lib-
eral belief in progress, led by the advance of science and industry, Comte’s 
philosophy was a turn away from liberalism toward a holist ontology of the 
social. Liberal social contract theory entailed an ontology of individuals, the 
state, and civil society (as an economic market combined with a “free market 
of ideas”). Comte’s organismic conception of society, and therefore holist 
ontology, contrasted markedly with the liberal conception of civil society. 
Against the liberal conception of civil society as composed of competitive 
relations between individuals, Comte put forward a cooperative and holistic 
account of the social organism.

The resistance that Comte faced in his time reflected the inherent difficulty 
surrounding sociology within bourgeois culture and the bourgeois university. 
The fundamental ontology of bourgeois social thought is atomism, in the 
sense of taking the individual as the basic unit and agent. Social contract 
theory, Benthamite utilitarianism, and rational choice theory are expressions 
of the default ontological assumption of bourgeois thought, in other words its 
original classical liberal form. This individualist ontology is basic to bour-
geois social thought, precisely because it reflects “homo economicus,” or 
the type of individual the bourgeois is required to be by the conditions of the 
market. It is the basic ontology of the market, from which bourgeois thought 
emanates.

Comte’s explicit rejection of the utilitarian model of the social represents 
in itself a significant turn in bourgeois thought away from classical liberal and 
Enlightenment republican assumptions on the basis of which the bourgeoisie 
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staked its claims as a rising and revolutionary class and toward terms that 
reflect the maturing of capitalism and the growing problem of controlling the 
working class. Comte’s greatest influence was Henri Comte de Saint Simon, 
for whom Comte was secretary as a young man. Gouldner emphasizes the 
position of Saint Simon as the founder of positivism. Durkheim said that 
in Saint Simon “we encounter the seeds already developed of all the ideas 
which have fed the thinking of our time.”42 The importance of Saint Simon 
means also the emanation of sociology’s conception of the social from 
utopian socialism. In this way, sociology co-opted the solidaristic ideology 
of the growing political consciousness of the working class, transforming 
socialism’s “social” from a negative to a positive principle, in the sense that 
it was no longer counterposed to the prevailing order but became enlisted in 
its maintenance.

Comte, a student of the Ecole Polytechnic, was concerned with the creation 
of a social order for a modern technological society. The interest expressed 
in and by Comte was in the creation of the social conditions for reason, put 
into practice in industrial engineering. The functionalism that derived from 
Comte took as its task the identification of social forms functioning optimally 
for a modern, industrial social order. In sociology, reason, now operating 
scientifically rather than metaphysically, discerns its purpose, not in abstract 
thought but positively in what exists. Comte was fond of De Maistre’s apho-
rism, “Whatever is necessary exists.” According to Gertrud Lenzer, Comte 
thought that “To move the social and political crisis toward a permanent end, 
therefore, we must bring human ideas and sentiments into harmony with 
the necessary course of development.” This meant “universal submission to 
the necessity embodied in the predominant and rising social and economic 
forces—more specifically, the new industrial-economic order.”43 Comte, 
therefore, presented the emergence of a post-capitalist cooperative industrial 
society as an evolutionary development operating within the present order 
rather than requiring a radical revolutionary break with the present order. 
Lenzer explains that Comte crafted a new type of conservatism: “[W]ith 
Comte conservativism entered a qualitatively new phase. Indeed, he is the 
originator of a new conservativism that does not remain in the realm of mere 
reaction—it might be called anticipatory conservativism.”44 Anticipatory 
conservatism, or sociology, arises as a conservative response to the new orga-
nized forms of opposition to bourgeois society in the working class. But this 
is a doctrine of maintaining order through managing change.

The departure from classical liberalism is made evident by Herbert 
Spencer’s laissez-faire critique of the technocratic statist implications of 
Comte. Spencer characterized Comte’s social ideal as “one in which govern-
ment is developed to the greatest extent . . . [and] the individual life shall be 
subordinated in the greatest degree to the social life.”45 Spencer’s critique 
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is indicative of the difficult place that the ontology of the social occupies 
in bourgeois thought and, as a result, the difficult position of sociology as a 
discipline within the bourgeois university and bourgeois culture, precisely 
because of the conflict between the sociological idea of “society” and the 
liberal assumption of an individualist ontology.

Sociology’s combination of liberalism with utopian socialism and conser-
vatism may be understood as a reaction against the emergence of the working 
class as a political force as manifested in the growth of socialist movements, 
and the ideological significance of Marxism from the 1848 Manifesto of the 
Communist Party onward as the antithesis of bourgeois liberalism. Göran 
Therborn argues that

Sociology . . . developed and became decisively established as an attempt to 
deal with the social, moral and cultural problems of the capitalist economic 
order, under the shadow of a militant working-class movement and a more or 
less immediate threat of revolutionary socialism.46

The incorporation of sociology into the university as a social scientific 
discipline has to be understood against the background of the challenge that 
the working class posed to the stability of bourgeois relations and the need 
of the bourgeoisie to utilize the nation-state for the task of making order, not 
just by the negative means of coercion but by the positive means of social 
amelioration and reform. In the United States, the emergence of sociology 
was bound up with middle-class social reformism, often expressed in liberal 
Protestantism but also drawing its philosophical perspective from pragma-
tism, as well as a broadly pragmatic orientation in the sense of regarding the 
state as an instrument for achieving social purposes. Hence, Tipple writes,

Nearly all men of pragmatic persuasion, whether conservative or liberal, 
regarded the state as the most desirable instrument of social control. From 
Theodore Roosevelt and Brook Adams to Walter Lippmann and Edward Ross, 
their dream envisaged a kind of modified state capitalism, run along the lines of 
a big modern corporation, with a trained administrative elite firmly in control, 
a powerful but disciplined industry, and an orderly, informed, forward-looking 
public.47

Wolfe similarly describes the American apostles of a new social order, 
shaped by the national state, mobilizing the wisdom of experts:

One of the key theorists of the new order in the United States was economist 
Richard Ely, founder of the American Economic Association, teacher of 
Woodrow Wilson, Edward Ross, John R. Commons, Frederick Howe, Frederick 
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Jackson Turner, and (indirectly) Robert LaFollette, and sworn enemy of both 
socialism and laissez-faire liberalism. To Ely the state was, literally, to be 
worshipped. It is “religious in essence.” Further, “God works through the State 
in carrying out His purposes more universally than through any other institu-
tion.” With God on their side, reformers like Ely were convinced that the future 
belonged to them. It did.48

These reformist thinkers promoted and helped to solidify, Wolfe writes, the 
“principle of using the power of the government to preserve the capitalist 
order.”49

The nation-state is the bourgeois solution to the problem of social order, 
and the contradiction of this with the individualist commitments of bourgeois 
thought constitutes the fundamental problem of liberalism: in philosophy 
what political theorists call the problem of “political obligation,” that is, 
the need to justify in abstract moral-philosophical terms why the individual 
is obligated to obey the state, and in practice the continual tension around 
attempts to limit the state by “civil rights.” The abstract insolubility of the 
contradiction, generated by social contract theory, between the supposi-
tions of the sovereignty of the individual and the sovereignty of the state, 
represents the theoretical and practical insolubility of the problem of social 
order within the framework of classical liberalism. If the nation-state is the 
institutional solution to the problem of order, nationalism is the bourgeoisie’s 
cultural solution. It is through nationalism that Edmund Burke’s insistence 
on the nonrational emotional bond to institutions and to the past in the form 
of tradition occupies its position in bourgeois thought as a counterbalance 
to the individualizing and disembedding tendencies of the market and social 
contract theory. What Eric Hobsbawm calls the “invented traditions” of 
nationalism are a crucial conservative element mobilized in the bourgeois 
solution to the problem of social order that is characteristic of, and chronic 
to, modernity.50

Nationalist and statist themes were at the heart of the concerns of the 
Verein für Sozialpolitik (Social Policy Association) of which Weber was an 
active member. Andrew Zimmerman writes:

The approach taken by economists in the Verein für Sozialpolitik represented 
a venerable academic mainstream in Germany, a direction associated with the 
economist Friedrich List, whose 1841 National System of Political Economy 
criticized followers of Adam Smith for ignoring the distinct positions of nations 
in international economies in their pell-mell endorsement of free trade.51

What Zimmerman calls the “state socialism” of the Verein für Sozialpolitik 
in the form of advocating a “paternalistic” welfare state together with their 
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calls for regulation against classical liberal laissez-faire was the basis for 
the label Kathedersozialisten, or socialists of the chair or lectern, which was 
applied to the Verein. The “state socialist” element of the outlook of the 
German economists and sociologists was, Zimmerman writes, “formed in 
reaction to the social democracy of the workers’ movement.”52

Weber’s bourgeois liberal commitment to the free market was tempered by 
his concern for the maintenance of bourgeois social order, tied to the nation-
state, national identity, and the nation-state’s capacity for empire. Weber’s 
anxieties over the racial characteristics of the German nation combined with his 
concerns with labor discipline and with his historical-comparative sociological 
preoccupation with the shaping of the self. The market could not, by its own 
action, produce the kinds of human beings psychologically constituted in such 
a way as to sustain it. Bourgeois society, therefore, required more than the mar-
ket in order to maintain the bourgeois class in control. Capitalism required the 
production of workers suited to industrial discipline and members of the bour-
geoisie suited to the tasks that confronted the class beyond commercial activity, 
that is, in the sciences (and professions more generally) and as politicians.

As Goldman has shown, Weber’s interest in the idea and historical practice 
of the calling or vocation was fundamentally a concern with self-discipline 
and the self as a source or channel of social power.53 The making of disci-
plined subjects required the action of the state in the role of what Bauman 
calls the gardener. The securing of the spatial boundaries of the nation, which 
Weber emphasized in his very definition of the state as a monopoly of vio-
lence within a “territory,” and securing the ethno-racial-cultural boundaries 
of the population, were essential for securing social order and bourgeois rule. 
Since market relations were insufficient to generate solidarity and affective 
legitimacy for the bourgeois state, and since solidarity in the production 
process is potentially in direct contradiction with bourgeois class rule, the 
bourgeoisie depended on pre-capitalist traditions, or their ersatz nationalist 
reconstruction, as sources of social order. Traditional solidarities destroyed 
by the development of capitalism were reconstituted at the level of the 
nation.54 These forms of folkish solidarity based on national identity, which 
constitute the bourgeois solution to the problem of social order, are by their 
very nature exclusive to the population groups that they define. These forms 
of mechanical solidarity or Gemeinschaft, precisely by the solidarity that 
they create on the basis of sameness, imply boundedness and difference. The 
way they create inclusion is also the way they exclude. Weber’s nationalism 
indicates the way in which sociology as a project was tied to the nation-state 
as the bourgeois solution to the problem of order. In the face of the growth of 
the working class and its political consciousness and power, sociology repre-
sented a current of bourgeois thought that sought to respond to this by shoring 
up the nonmarket sources of social order that supported market relations.
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As well as being a middle-class response to the growth of the working 
class, sociology also reflected the transformation of capitalism itself and the 
transformations of social life wrought by capitalism. The inherently contra-
dictory sociological attempt to combine a conservative conception of collec-
tive life with liberal individualism reflected the fundamental contradiction 
in capitalism, identified by Engels, as the contradiction between socialized 
production and private appropriation. Classical liberalism was the ideologi-
cal manifestation of private capitalist appropriation. But classical liberalism 
was conceptually and politically unable to handle the ideological and politi-
cal tasks posed by capitalism’s development of the socialization of labor and 
production. Liberal individualism as a reflection of the atomizing anti-social 
sociality of the market was unable to provide solutions to the problems of 
coordination and control posed by the increasingly complex chains of coop-
eration involved in the process of production, an increasing complexity for 
which mechanization was both a cause and an effect. This social complexity 
of production, involved in the increasing scale and complex organization of 
the workplace and in the multiplying furcation of the division of labor, was 
manifested in the growth of the industrial working class. The contradiction 
between private appropriation and socialized production also manifested 
itself in the problem of control within the factory, and therefore in the contra-
diction, as Marx put it, between “anarchy in the social division of labor and 
despotism in the manufacturing division of labor.” Hence, the contradiction 
between private appropriation and socialized production is expressed in the 
tension between liberal freedom modeled on the freedom of atomized buyers 
and sellers on the market and the political requirements of class rule.55

The abstract political individual, abstract rights, impersonal reason and 
legalism of classical liberalism reflected the impersonal abstractness of the 
“cash nexus” which, as Marx and Engels said, doused all social life with the 
“icy water of egotistical calculation.”56 But the bourgeoisie faced the heat of 
the densely packed, seething urban masses into which it continually flung 
individuals. Conservatives argued that there could be no order without the 
warmth of emotion, passion, and personal fealty. How could capitalism pre-
vent these emotional currents coursing through the great collectivities that it 
produced from eroding its icy edifices? The relationship between impersonal 
rules and more personal and human forms of belonging and attachment has 
been a central philosophical problem of the sociological endeavor.

The socialization of production required the societalization of capitalism, 
in other words the creation of a capitalist social order. This, it was increas-
ingly evident, could not consist only of contractual relations emanating from 
the market and could not be the (inherently competitive and conflictual) 
social relations of the bourgeois class itself but must incorporate the “whole” 
of society, in particular the growing and increasingly restive working class. It 
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could not be the spontaneous equilibrium of buyers and sellers on the market 
but had to become a conscious project of building a society within which 
these market relations could be stabilized. Abstract market relations between 
things (money and commodities) were necessarily embedded in concrete 
relationships between human beings. These were not merely relations of 
exchange but increasingly complex cooperative coordination of labor within 
the production process.

Further, the growth of the working class and its political power demanded 
attention to social relations extending beyond the immediate process of pro-
duction to life outside the workplace required for the biological and social 
reproduction of labor and the control of the working class. Religious chari-
table institutions and the poor house were the bourgeoisie’s favored means. 
But they extended further to the development of penitentiaries, police forces, 
asylums, clinics, and schools, as Foucault is most known for delineating. 
Despite his hostility to a Marxist explanation, the most valuable historical 
documentation and insights of his Discipline and Punish are not only compat-
ible with a class explanation but require it.57 But while Foucault emphasizes 
the individualizing effects of the forms of surveillance imposed by these 
institutions, it is equally the case that the development and imposition of these 
forms of discipline were responses to the growing socialization of produc-
tion with which the growth of the working class and its threat to the ruling 
order was entangled. It is evident, even from Foucault’s account, that new 
institutions of social control reflected and extended capital’s despotism in the 
workshop, with its factory discipline and scientific-technological rationaliza-
tion of production and the time-discipline that was an accompaniment not 
only of the “time is money” spirit of capitalism but also the reduction of the 
worker to what Marx called “time’s carcase” in the wage relationship.58 The 
demand for bodily and mental self-control and punctuality in the school and 
in the new forms of control operating via surveillance was amenable to the 
new forms of work discipline and economic rationality required and imposed 
by capitalist production. The whole history of middle-class reformism in the 
nineteenth century, from the treatment of the mentally ill to the limitation of 
the working day and restrictions on child labor, should be understood in terms 
of the project of constructing a stable bourgeois social order. This meant 
embedding capitalism in social relations in which the working class would be 
accommodated, regulated, and controlled and within the prevailing structures 
of class power.59

Societalization of capital, as the construction of a social order capable 
of sustaining capitalist production, has been to a large extent a project car-
ried out by middle-class reformers. It has been historically interwoven with 
philanthropy, religiously motivated moralism, utopian socialism (and, later, 
social democracy), and the development of the human sciences and the social 
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sciences. Sociology was necessarily caught in the broader currents of the 
“double movement” whereby the rise of capitalism rips apart preexisting 
social bonds, while the demands and needs of the working class, mediated by 
this kind of reformism often directly enacted by members of the middle class, 
reconstruct social bonds in new forms within the context of capitalist rela-
tions.60 It is the history of the modern nation-state, with its coercive but also 
regulative, protective, and organizing administrative functions, which Pierre 
Bourdieu calls, respectively, the right hand and the left hand of the state.61

However, the project of stabilizing capitalism as a social order stood in 
contradiction with the internal dynamics of capitalism itself: the anarchy of 
the market and the power and economic interests of the owners of capital. In 
opposition to the long-term stabilization of a capitalist social order stands the 
capitalists’ own short-term interests and outlook: Après moi le déluge!62 This 
introduces a tension between the reformist efforts spurred by middle-class 
layers and the more direct interest of the owners of the means of production 
in exploitation. There is a related tension between the right hand and the left 
hand of the state, and between capitalist interests and the left hand in particu-
lar.63 Capital continually undermines, or threatens to undermine and renders 
precarious, its own societalization, that is, the project of embedding capitalist 
relations in a stable and lasting capitalist social order.

This contradiction is expressed in the notion that “the ruling class does not 
rule.”64 Since the direct rule of capital would be disastrous to society, and 
thereby to the stability of its own foundations, social democracy has played 
a crucial historical role in the stabilization of capitalist relations. It has done 
so as the mediator of class struggle, introducing forms that both rationalize 
capitalism and rationalize the social order for capitalism.65 This has become 
a conscious project of social democracy as it has historically accommodated 
itself to the prevailing structure of class power and come to serve it. Hence, 
today it is not unusual to hear social democrats repeat the mantra that they 
must “save capitalism from itself.” This formulation expresses exactly the 
contradictions in the process of the societalization of capital that have been 
sketched above.

The contradictory nature of the societalization of capital is evident in the 
role of the working class, pursuing its needs and interests through political 
mobilization. The accommodation of the interests and demands of the work-
ing class through political reform and the institutions of the nation-state, most 
often against the opposition of the bourgeois class, played a fundamental 
role in establishing institutions and practices that came to be associated with 
the very idea of a modern society and that reciprocally acted to integrate the 
working class into a modern way of living which was embourgeoisiefied, 
in the sense of an atomized, individualized, and nucleated (in the family), 
consumerist way of life. At the same time, the increasingly complex sociality 
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generated by the socialization of labor was expressed in the political power 
of the working class and integrated into the structures of the capitalist state 
and also projected, as idea, onto the state in the form of nationalism. This 
was the ideological corollary, with its saturation of everyday life in what 
Michael Billig calls “banal nationalism,” of the growing organizing power 
of the nation-state over everyday life.66 Nationalism, even while ideology, 
reflected the reality of the organization of solidarity around, and attachment 
of solidarity to, the nation-state.

The routinization and emerging taken-for-grantedness of modern everyday 
life provided the infrastructure and background assumptions that yielded 
“tacit consent” and stabilized capitalism as a form not only of economy but of 
society, colonizing and incorporating quotidian life. This process (an aspect 
of Polanyi’s “double movement”) may be regarded as the self-domestication, 
self-pacification, and self-integration of the working class within capitalism. 
The working class, thereby, reciprocally civilized the ruling class, demand-
ing restrictions on the cruelest manifestations of the exploitation relationship. 
This process of self-integration of the working class was a central part of the 
building of the modern nation-state. The double movement, then, consisted 
of capitalism’s destruction of pre-capitalist social bonds and social identities, 
located at the geographical level or range of the village or region or organized 
through pre-capitalist occupational structures such as guilds, and the recon-
struction of social solidarity now symbolically and materially attached to the 
nation-state with its warfare and welfare Janus face.

Capitalism creates a destabilized world in which, as Marx said, “all that 
is solid melts into air.” But, at the same time, capitalist society is a world in 
which everyday life becomes routinized and banalized and the reproduction 
of capitalism takes place through the mundane and taken-for-granted activi-
ties of everyday life.67 Capitalism creates chaos, disruption, and perpetual 
change. But living in capitalism can be so often banal, routine, repetitive, 
and emptied of meaning. The societalization of capital is the embedding of 
capitalist relations in a capitalist everyday life that can be accepted as given. 
Lefebvre wrote that “The quotidian is what is humble and solid, what is 
taken for granted and that of which all the parts follow each other in such a 
regular, unvarying succession that those concerned have no call to question 
their sequence.”68 It is the construction of an orderly, routinized, and prosaic 
world, which is also a world in which it is possible to feel a sense of security, 
predictability, graspability, familiarity, and habituality. The times and places 
in which this societalization was accomplished constitute the reference of the 
notion of normalcy, for which there is now nostalgia.

Caudwell observed that capitalism “presents the unique picture of disorga-
nization amid organization.”69 Today it increasingly seems to be organization 
amid a more overarching disorganization. Capitalism is both of these things: 
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the anarchy of the market and the despotism of the workshop. Everyday life 
contains in it the anxious awareness that behind it is the chaos of the market, 
which disturbs the everyday. Sometimes everyday life is entirely drawn into 
this vortex, as with unemployment and other related calamities. But nor-
mal everyday life is also organized into certain standard rhythms, routines, 
patterns, utterances, and behaviors.70 Work is a central organizing force in 
shaping these rhythms and patterns. The factory and the corporation have 
been central institutions in which the lived time of everyday life is experi-
enced, and in which it has become organized and patterned. Work time has 
its reproductive corollary in the activity of commodity consumption, which 
becomes, correspondingly, increasingly monopolistically organized, with 
the increasing liquidation (dissolution and social dispersal) of the traditional 
petit-bourgeoisie. Lefebvre called this monopolistic organization of everyday 
life through commodity consumption “the bureaucratic society of controlled 
consumption.”71

SOCIOLOGY AS TECHNOCRATIC UTOPIANISM

As J. K. Galbraith pointed out in The New Industrial State, published in 1967, 
the organization of the firm itself, increasing in scale over the course of the 
twentieth century, incorporated within itself the principle of planning.72 The 
corporation also incorporated science within itself, in the form of industrial 
research laboratories. Corporate planning represents an attempt to control 
not merely an organization of human bodies and actions extending in spatial 
scope, but also to colonize the future. The corporation, therefore, represents 
not merely a formal system, not a blind mechanism as in the market, but a 
consciously directed system of planning. It seeks to organize the future and 
thereby produce outcomes that accord with the conscious objectives of a plan. 
Technocratic social reformism within capitalism has been motivated by the 
conception that the socially disorganizing tendencies of the free market could 
be regulated and tempered by the substantively rational potential of capitalist 
planning, if only this principle of conscious direction could be extended from 
within the factory or firm to the social organization of consumption and the 
ordering of reproduction and leisure.

Howard Brick’s Transcending Capitalism: Visions of a New Society in 
American Thought traces the rise and development, from the Progressive Era 
to the 1970s, of a continuous strand of American “social liberalism” which 
presented the social as a sphere that could regulate and harmonize the com-
petitive relations of capitalist society and as the locus of technocratic social 
reform in which this conscious regulation of society would gradually replace 
the market as the primary organizing mechanism of industrial society.73 The 
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idea of science as being, in and of itself, the antidote to the chaotic tenden-
cies of capitalist society has appealed to intellectuals (both humanistic and 
scientific-technical), for it gives intellectuals, as the carriers of knowledge, 
reason, and scientific culture, the vanguard role in shaping the human destiny 
and, therefore, a leading position in the institutions and power structures of 
modern society.74 This idea has been particularly attractive to social democ-
racy in its reformist orientation and to broader reformist tendencies within 
the middle class, especially among professionals. The notion of science as an 
autonomous force of modernity, operating independently of the market and 
capable of restraining or even overcoming capitalist self-interest, greed, and 
conflict, is also inherently appealing to the professional middle class and to 
intellectuals as members of the middle class, because it seems to obviate the 
need for violent class struggle and relegates the working class to a passive 
position in the background. It suggests the possibility of orderly change, car-
ried out rationally, from above, by intellectual and professional elites. It sug-
gests the possibility of technocratic reform of capitalism or, beyond that, of 
the possibility of transcending capitalism through a process of (elite-guided 
or managed) evolution, toward a technocratically organized industrial or 
post-industrial society.75

Technocratic thinking, therefore, appeals to middle-class layers who, due 
to their class position, experience themselves as in between the opposing 
class forces of capitalism and conceive of themselves as capable of mediat-
ing between capital and labor, while also understanding their own status as 
deriving from their autonomy or independence from these classes.76 Gouldner 
identified the position of sociology within this broader middle-class culture 
of utilitarianism:

In fine, the newly emerging sociology did not reject the utilitarian premises of 
the new middle-class culture, but rather sought to broaden and extend them. It 
became concerned with collective utility in contrast to individual utility, with 
the needs of society for stability and progress, and with what was useful for this. 
In particular, it stressed the importance of other, “social” utilities, as opposed to 
an exclusive focus on the production of economic utilities.77

Sociology arose from the contradiction in bourgeois culture between eco-
nomic and social utilitarianism. This contradiction is derived from, and is an 
intellectual expression of, the contradiction between exchange value and use 
value. Sociology pushed the implications of conceiving utility as applying 
socially, above the level of the individual, to the limits possible within the 
framework of bourgeois thought. It, therefore, corresponded with the efforts 
of middle-class reformists to, in practice, push collective responsibility to the 
limits allowable within bourgeois culture and politics. The construction of the 
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nation-state as locus and machinery of reform corresponded with, and was 
reflected in, sociology’s nation-based conceptualization of the social whole, 
that is “society.”

Sociology and middle-class social reform shared a common technocratic 
epistemology and social basis. The social basis was the professional-man-
agerial class that was growing in response to working-class struggle (as a 
feature of what Fred Block points to as the rationalization of capitalism from 
below78) and the technological and organizational transformations of capital 
resulting from automation and Taylorism and the growth of the welfare state. 
What the growth of this stratum reflected was the rationalization and soci-
etalization (and in a certain way, bound up with this, the nationalization) of 
capitalism as the problem of order posed itself in the form of the emergence 
of the working class as a political force.79 This meant the development of an 
ideology of the social through which to conceptualize the “society” that was 
the object of administration. It, therefore, meant the emergence of sociology 
as a form of bourgeois ideology that ran counter to the individualism of clas-
sical liberalism. What Gouldner argues it retained from classical liberalism 
was its utilitarianism. Sociology and social reform drew on the implication 
of substantive rationality in utilitarianism that stood in contradiction with the 
formal rationality of the market. This may be discerned in Bentham’s utilitar-
ian philosophy precisely in the fact that this philosophy is consequentialist. 
In other words, it is concerned with the evaluation of outcomes. It morally 
evaluates actions on the basis of the happiness, or lack thereof, to which 
they lead. Jeremy Bentham, as moral philosopher and social reformer, was 
explicitly articulating the moral implications of utilitarianism. Such moral 
outcomes were not necessarily achievable through the formally rational sys-
tem of the market. Hence, the nonmarket substantive implications of utilitari-
anism, manifesting the contradiction between use value and exchange value, 
formed the language of the bourgeois social reformer. Further, this language 
of utility, combined with science and technology, was institutionalized in the 
welfare state.

The growth of the welfare state and of associated professional roles 
institutionalized utilitarianism in these paid managerial, administrative, and 
professional positions. It was precisely this “New Class” of middle-class 
professionals and managers that carried the norm of utilitarianism with its 
anti-market and reformist implications. This gains a certain independent 
economic existence that is particularly related to the growth of the func-
tions of the state and public sector, but also is not highly distinguishable 
from the growth of corporate bureaucracy and management. The neoliberal 
and neoconservative fear was that this “New Class” had gained too much 
power, reflecting a sense of the challenge that it posed to business interests. 
Universities were of course central to this and the conflicts of the 1960s and 
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1970s between Governor Ronald Reagan and the University of California 
reflected this politically.80

Prior to the 1970s, the PMC had legitimized itself based on its knowl-
edge, and especially with a discourse of science that presented science as 
socially and politically neutral. The legitimation of social reform in terms 
of its scientifically based objectivity and neutrality was, therefore, related 
to the problem of the discipline of sociology in justifying its own claim to 
authoritative knowledge about the social. Functionalist sociology of science 
presented the objectivity and neutrality as achieved through the socializa-
tion of professionals into these values as norms of a community. It thereby 
provided justification for universities, for the academic education of profes-
sionals, and for state support for science including social science. Gouldner 
argues that sociology and social reform were legitimized by “the extrusion 
of the economic from the social” so that sociology would deal with what 
was left over from economics, just as reformers would deal with what was 
left over from the market.81 In contrast with Marxist analysis, technocratic 
post-capitalism displaces the concept of capitalism as the central organizing 
concept for understanding modernity. In that way, such ideas have fit with 
the displacement of class struggle in non-Marxist sociology. It suggests that 
modern society is something other than capitalist, that while the market is a 
sector, science gives industrial society a rationality not just of mechanism or 
means but, if applied properly, of outcomes.

If modern society was, in essence, rational, rather than capitalist, and if 
science was integral to that rationality, this suggested that modernity was 
evolving in a progressive way, as science does, and that this social evolution 
was due to science. It further implied that the forms of social organization, 
orientation, and occupational role that underpinned and socially carried 
scientific rationality also provided the basis for the broader organization of 
society. Hence, it ascribed to scientists, scientific communities, intellectu-
als, professionals and professional groups a status independent from the 
class structure of capitalism and from the interests that follow from class 
position. Notions of objectivity and disinterestedness attaching to science 
and professions, therefore, have been important to technocratic claims that 
science is neutral with respect to competing social interests and that sci-
ence can be applied neutrally so as to serve general rather than particular 
interests. Gouldner suggests that, for Parsons, the professionals, their institu-
tionalized motives transcending the profit-motive, provided a way to redeem 
modernity.82

Sociology is the utopia of the professionals and the professionalization of 
utopia. The utopia of the professionals is normalcy. Comte transformed Saint 
Simonian utopianism into a utopia of normalcy. Presenting modernity as a 
babel upon which positivism would impose intellectual order, Comte wrote:
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While stability in fundamental maxims is the first condition of genuine social 
order, we are suffering under an utter disagreement that may be called universal. 
Till a certain number of general ideas can be acknowledged as a rallying point 
of social doctrine, the nations will remain in a revolutionary state . . . and their 
institutions can be only provisional. But whenever the necessary agreement on 
first principles can be obtained, appropriate institutions will issue from them, 
without shock or resistance; for the causes of disorder will have been arrested 
by the mere fact of the agreement. It is in this direction that those must look who 
desire a natural and regular, a normal, state of society.83

So the goal of sociology, according to Comte, was social “stability,” “regu-
larity,” and “a normal state of society.” This normal state of society is here 
contrasted with society in a “revolutionary state.” In an anticipation of the 
functionalist view that social systems tend toward equilibrium, Comte pre-
sented normal regularity and stability as the natural condition of society.

Sociology may be regarded as the ideology of normalcy. The fate of soci-
ology is, therefore, tied to the fate of normalcy. Sociology arose with, and is 
inextricably connected with, the social production of normalcy. Sociology 
provided ideological and scientific support and, in this way, conscious theori-
zation, for the professional project of producing normalcy. Sociology was the 
self-consciousness of the professional strata, or the new middle class. Despite 
its aspirations to be the consciousness of society (a phenomenon it was 
involved in creating) it was a one-sided and partial consciousness of society 
because it was not conscious of itself, or at most only dimly so. The project of 
reflexive sociology was always an unwelcome one. Despite, or rather because 
of, its lack of reflexivity, sociology may be understood as the self-conscious 
awareness of the professional project of producing normalcy, in other words, 
the ideology of the professionals. It was flawed, precisely because it was the 
ideology of this particular class fraction, necessarily obscuring its own par-
tiality. It was the ideological emanation and fullest intellectual expression of 
the professional project of managing society (in order to produce normalcy). 
It was the most abstract of professional ideologies in the sense of being the 
highest level of synthesis of the activities and ideas of this stratum. Therefore, 
the fate of sociology was tied to the relatively autonomous agency of the 
professional stratum. This, in turn, was tied to the scope for planning through 
the nation-state.84

It was especially the planning apparatus and functions of the nation-state 
that corresponded with the level of abstraction of sociology—its highest 
level of abstraction corresponding to the highest level of development of 
social relations possible within the framework of capitalism and bourgeois 
class rule, this highest level being the nation-state. Therefore, the autonomy 
of the professional stratum from other sectional interests, in particular from 
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the interests of, or the “forcefield” of, capital, depended on carving out a 
sphere of the social which made for the possibility of a consensual common 
interest that the professional could neutrally represent. Herman and Julia 
Schwendinger, in their study of the social ideology of early American sociol-
ogy, that positioned sociology within the culture of technocratic corporate 
liberalism, showed in much greater historical specificity than Gouldner the 
close relationship between the ideology of sociology and the limited reform-
ism of the professional-managerial stratum, which at that time served the 
interests of capital.85 Sociology is the utopia of the professionals in the sense 
that it derives from utopian socialism but represents the routinization, profes-
sionalization, and bureaucratization of utopia.

Gouldner’s view of Saint Simon as the originator of sociology puts this 
relationship between sociology and utopian socialism squarely in view. The 
multifaceted growth of proto-social-scientific techniques for measuring and 
tracking populations combined with the growing capacities of engineering 
that accompanied the consolidation of state power in absolutism, as well as 
the growth of capitalism and science, and the rationalistic ambitions of the 
Enlightenment and French Revolution. There was an increasing number of 
scientifically and technically trained personnel working for the state and 
industry. Saint Simon may be understood as formulating an ideology for 
this emerging technical stratum, enabling and calling upon them to be self-
conscious as a social layer. In other words, Saint Simon’s utopianism was 
an ideology through which this emerging technical and bureaucratic stratum 
could potentially become a “class for itself.” Saint Simon gave expression 
to the potential for the various technical apparatuses and personnel of the 
modern nation-state, the professions, and capitalist industry to cohere into 
an autonomous group with its own ambitions but also representing the 
most progressive development of humanity, and therefore as a universal 
class. Through Comte’s positivism, Saint Simon’s technocratic-producerist 
socialism was transformed into a project whereby the idea of society 
became established as the field upon which the cultural supremacy and 
authority of science could be given a sphere of action. Science, in the form 
of sociology, would manage and regulate modern society, with the creation 
of a new priest caste.

In positivism, utopia ceased to be an ideal projected into the future but 
is constituted in the present. This collapse of utopia into the management 
of the present is in fact a tendency in all utopianism, as in Robert Owen’s 
creation of model communities. Utopia is in such projects no longer “news 
from nowhere” but a somewhere in the here and now and this kind of uto-
pian socialism lies in the background of the planning of communities (such 
as Ebenezer Howard’s garden cities in the south of England). As Marcuse 
observed in Reason and Revolution, positivism dissolves the dialectical 
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tension between ideal and actuality.86 In positivism, the actual becomes the 
ideal, in the sense that modern society realizes itself as utopia. Professionals 
and scientists become the agency for realizing utopia that is immanent in 
the present. In that sense, Saint Simon’s utopian socialism and positivism 
represented the consciousness of the technical and professional strata of 
their potential for an autonomous role. Hence its intertwining with new 
class theory. Gouldner’s own iteration of new class theory, set out in his 
1979 book, The Future of the Intellectuals and the Rise of the New Class, 
was the owl of Minerva with regard to the powerful role that the PMC had 
had within the institutions of the Keynesian national welfare state. But the 
PMC was about to lose under the assault of capital in the form of neoliberal-
ism. The PMC would soon set about reorienting itself to these new condi-
tions and seeking ways to carve out its role within them as the gap opened 
up between capitalization and proletarianization of the roles contained 
within the PMC.87

The positivist project of constructing a managed technocratic utopia in 
the present—a utopia of the well-regulated, stable, and integrated moder-
nity—reached its fruition in Fordism, with the construction of the Fordist 
society as what Negri has called “the social factory” or “the factory soci-
ety.”88 It was in the context of Fordism that sociology achieved the apogee 
of its influence. Doug McAdam notes that “in the quarter century following 
World War II, sociology enjoyed a public presence and policy resonance 
that far exceeds its influence in society today.”89 The peak of sociology’s 
influence was in the 1960s when, as Turner writes, the sociological out-
look meshed with the Keynesian programs of the Kennedy and Johnson 
administrations:

Sociology had greatly enhanced its public importance, in part by sociologists 
serving as public interpreters of events, and in part by acceptance into the world 
of Presidential policy-making, especially with the measures that implemented 
Lyndon Johnson’s idea of the Great Society. The brand “sociology” was associ-
ated with the Great Society Programs. Sociologists were involved in formulat-
ing these programs, justifying them publicly, and in the research that supported 
them. The basic reasoning was this: if there was social variation in some out-
come, such as disease, the variation had a social cause and was a social problem, 
which could be corrected by a social program.90

The ambitions of sociology came closest to realization in the mid-twentieth-
century utopia of Fordist normalcy, and in America, where Fordism was 
ideologically projected as an immanent capitalist utopia that was pitted 
in ideological battle against communist utopia.91 Positivist utopia became 
Fordist utopia.
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Steinmetz argues for the close relationship after World War II between 
Fordism and positivism in sociology:

Fordism helped to render positivist approaches to social explanation more plau-
sible both to sociologists and to other people exposed and attentive to the new 
logics governing activity in the advanced capitalist world . . . After the war . . . 
social reality appeared increasingly to fit the positivist expectation that social 
practices could be subsumed under covering laws, that is, fall into patterns that 
were the same everywhere and always. Social actors now seemed atomized, 
rational, and interchangeable, lacking any distinctive cultural peculiarities; 
social practice was more predictable and controllable. In sharp contrast to the 
crisis conditions of the interwar years, orderly postwar Fordist societalization 
resonated with positivist notions of repetition.92

Sociological explanation meshed with the patterns of life of postwar Fordist 
mass consumer society. Science in general was accorded value and supported 
by the state due to “the greatly enhanced role of science (including social 
science) in the Fordist form of governmentality.”93 This moment of peak 
sociological influence, in the sense of confluence between sociology and the 
outlook of the broader managerial-professional class and direction of state 
policy, might be called the sociological moment.

The sociological moment in America (and more broadly in Western 
societies) coincided with the period that Ian Welsh refers to as “the nuclear 
moment” and, equivalently, as “peak modernity,” in his study of British 
nuclear power. What characterized peak modernity, Welsh argues, was the 
belief held broadly among elites in science and in the state apparatus that 
society could be rationally organized by applying scientific knowledge. 
Welsh shows how peak modernity was expressed in the British govern-
ment’s pursuit of civilian nuclear power, and the same could be said of the 
Atomic Energy Commission in the United States in this period.94 Welsh’s 
analysis draws attention to the energy infrastructure upon which Fordism 
depended, even though the dream of solving the energy problem by replac-
ing coal and oil with nuclear power proved elusive, the failure of this dream 
marking the end of peak modernity. Peak modernity was powered by fos-
sil fuels. As historian Bob Johnson shows, fossil fuels are the suppressed 
ontology of modernity, the foundation on which the culture of modernity 
rests, but also the truth hidden in “modernity’s basement.”95 America’s mid-
twentieth-century Fordist utopian normalcy was dependent on cheap energy. 
Elizabeth Shove has explored how the physical organization of normalcy, 
its “comfort, cleanliness and convenience,” was marketed as a way of life 
along with the consumer appliances that made it possible. This entailed the 
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energy-intensiveness, and therefore carbon intensiveness, of that everyday 
normalcy.96

THE MANUFACTURE OF NORMALCY 
AND ITS MATERIAL FOUNDATIONS

Attention to the biophysical foundations of normalcy shows that the cre-
ation of social normalcy was in fact the destruction of the biophysical 
foundations for the continuity of life-as-we-have-known-it, which was the 
geological period of the Holocene. The creation of social normalcy has 
brought to an end the conditions that were normal for humanity during 
the period when complex human civilizations developed, that is, the last 
10,000 years. So the post-normal was contained within normalcy. Normalcy 
inevitably gave birth to the post-normal. Peak modernity was marked by 
the creation and use of the atomic bomb in 1945, an event that geologists 
have used as the indicator of the end of the Holocene and the beginning 
of a new era, that of the Anthropocene, since the radioisotopes spread by 
atomic bomb tests establish a clear geological marker. The beginning of 
the Anthropocene—the era in which human beings are the greatest impact 
on the Earth’s climate and ecology—is characterized by the fear that, by 
these very impacts, human beings are hastening their own extinction. The 
Anthropocene is not a humanization of the world but an inhumanization, the 
erasure of the natural conditions for human flourishing. Normalcy was cre-
ated at the expense of the immense entropic disruption of the natural basis 
for the development of complex, civilized human life. As the creation of 
industrial capitalist civilization, normalcy was undermining its ecological 
basis from the beginning.

What counts as normalcy in the modern world is an everyday life that is 
contained within the second nature of urban technological society. As Jacques 
Ellul characterized it, technology rather than nature becomes the milieu for 
human life.97 Modern urban life is, as Giddens said, “smoothed of those inter-
ruptions that once provided the very marrow of the experience of temporality 
in the relations between human beings and nature.”98 It is this technological 
milieu into which the routines of modern life are woven, which provides the 
basis for ontological security in the modern world. The rhythms of modern 
life are not those of the natural world. Modern everyday life is abstracted 
from the timescapes of nature and instead transforms nature according to 
standardized measures of time as money, as Barbara Adam has illuminated.99 
In so doing, it has undermined the predictability of nature based on these 
natural rhythms of seasonality. But the ecological crisis has shown that the 
notion that nature could be kept at bay through technology was illusory. The 
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depletion and disruption of nature to construct a technological normalcy has 
transformed the natural world into an even greater force of unpredictability 
and risk. Normalcy is, therefore, revealed to have been fundamentally illu-
sory. Whereas religion provided what Berger called the “sacred canopy,” 
modernity instead created a profane canopy. In modernity, everyday life itself 
became the primary protective shield against the chaos of reality.

In modernity, with the weakening of tradition and of religion as providing 
the taken-for-granted background to life, normalcy takes on significance in 
itself in such a way that it is ungrounded in anything else. Normalcy becomes 
its own support and justification. Normalcy becomes the opium of the masses. 
In the film The Matrix, the virtual reality that masks the “desert of the real” 
is everyday life itself.100 Lefebvre wrote that “Everyday life, a compound of 
insignificances united in this concept, responds and corresponds to modernity, 
a compound of signs by which our society expresses and justifies itself and 
which forms part of its ideology.”101 Everyday life legitimizes itself and, in 
so doing, legitimizes capitalist society. This is usually subtle but it was more 
explicitly evident in the so-called Kitchen Debate when Nixon (as vice presi-
dent) extolled capitalism in a replica American house, showing off its home 
appliances. As the spectacle is woven into and integrated into everyday life, 
everyday life becomes spectacle. The film Koyaanisqatsi, released in 1982, 
depicts the vast disjunction between capitalist civilization and its ecological 
basis, the cityscape reveals a neon sign with the words “Grand Illusion.”102 
It is as if the entire world of consumer capitalist everyday life is an illusion.

The first two postwar decades marked the fruition of the process that 
Giddens calls “simple modernization.” The high point of simple modern-
ization, which Welsh calls “peak modernity,” corresponded with Fordism. 
Normalcy, as a particular organization and existential significance of every-
day life, corresponded with Fordism. Normalcy was the societalization 
of capitalism under Fordism. Roger Keil writes: This “factory society” is 
equivalent to Lefebvre’s “bureaucratic society of controlled consumption.” 
He also writes,

Lefebvre’s concept of the everyday is a reflection of the Fordist “societaliza-
tion” of European societies after World War II. Lefebvre captured the very 
technologies of power that late twentieth-century capitalist states and societ-
ies had at their disposal through the channels of mass production, culture, and 
consumption.103

Fordism, as the real subsumption of society by capital, stands in contrast 
with, but also provided a historical pathway toward, the de-socializing ten-
dency of the real subsumption of social relations under neoliberalism. In a 
variety of ways, Fordist real subsumption provided a basis upon which the 
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de-socializing trajectory of neoliberalism could be pursued. Mass production 
and the aggregate demand-supporting policies of Keynesianism fostered a 
consumerist everyday life. The commodification of everyday life undermined 
preexisting forms of solidarity rooted in tradition, including traditions of soli-
darity in the working class. This was traced in Britain by Richard Hoggart 
in The Uses of Literacy, which showed the ways in which mass print and 
electronic consumer culture were subsuming and transforming the culture of 
the British working class.104 The welfare state and associated forms of urban 
planning broke up the solidarities of the slums while providing estate housing 
that was given form by the broader culture of Fordism, with its emphasis on 
mass production and standardization, and also its technocratic administrative 
culture. The very real improvements in the standard of living of the working 
class, and real gains, that the welfare state represented were, nevertheless, 
given form by the needs of capital, within the context of Fordism and tech-
nocratic Keynesianism. The welfare state represented the subsumption by 
the nation-state of the oppositional solidarity of the working class, replacing 
local working-class cultures with the abstract administrative solidarity of 
the national welfare state. This was an indirect real subsumption of social 
solidarity by capital in the sense that the welfare state was embedded in and 
shaped by the character of the nation-state as a capitalist state, dependent on 
and representing the interests of capital.

The culture of the industrial working class was born out of the need to 
survive in the face of the tendency of capital to destroy preexisting means of 
survival, including social bonds, communities and forms of solidarity, and 
to degrade the standard of life of the working class. Working-class cultures 
developed as a solution to the problem of social reproduction which was at 
the same time, necessarily, a defensive response to the destructive short-
termism of Après moi le déluge! The extent to which these working-class 
cultures and the solidarities which they expressed, and in which they were 
embedded, were sources of social power also meant that they facilitated, 
organized, and fostered opposition to, and thereby counterbalanced, capital’s 
“despotism” in the workplace.105 Capital was, therefore, locked into struggle 
with, and continually seeking to undermine, these solidarities. When Marx 
wrote that mechanization was the forging of “weapons against [the] working  
class,” he was pointing, in part, to the use of automation to destroy exist-
ing cultures of solidarity in the workplace and in the broader working class. 
Taylorism and Fordism smashed existing forms of working-class solidarity 
in the workplace. This was exemplified by the prohibition of talk between 
workers on Henry Ford’s assembly line. Taylorist management sought to sup-
press the social factory in the sense of the spontaneous solidarity of workers 
within the factory. In white-collar work, there was an equivalent manage-
rial campaign against the “social office.”106 In the capitalist workplace, the 
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micro-sociality of workers’ spontaneous solidarity, and traditional solidarities 
that supported it, was suppressed but replaced with “the factory society” in 
the sense of the macro-organization of “society” as nation for the purposes of 
efficient production and consumption.

In the United States of America, while management sought to exploit 
ethnic divisions and differences of national origin within the working class 
and to foster and encourage racism, Fordism was also in conflict with the pre-
industrial cultures and solidarities that immigrant workers brought from the 
agrarian and preindustrial contexts from which they emigrated (whether the 
Eastern European shtetl or the southern Italian village). Ford’s “Sociological 
Department” pursued the Americanization of the immigrant workforce.107 
Mid-twentieth-century American Fordist culture with its national homo-
geneity of consumer taste was both the outcome of, and itself produced a 
further impetus toward, the suppression of ethno-national differences among 
European immigrants and their homogenization within the category of 
American “whiteness.”108 This homogenization of a national mass culture 
was facilitated by the two world wars which carried with them patriotic pres-
sure for nationalistic, xenophobic, and anti-communist conformity, while also 
spurring the development of homogeneous mass commodities and tastes.109

The template of normalcy, the postwar “affluent society” critiqued by 
John Kenneth Galbraith, rested on profoundly abnormal conditions that arose 
from World War II itself and postwar reconstruction under US hegemony.110 
Postwar normalcy was achieved not only by repressing but also by sublimat-
ing, channeling, routinizing, and incorporating the energies of class conflict. 
From its revolutionary origins, social democracy followed a Bernsteinian 
reformist path which led to its self-destructive nationalist stances in World 
War I. Social democracy played both a repressive and stabilizing role. Above 
all, this was evident in the central role of social democratic governments in 
Europe in managing capitalism after World War II. In the British Labour 
Party and in European social democracies, the socialization of the means of 
production became “nationalization.” The American New Deal incorporated 
class conflict by establishing a bureaucratic institutional framework for col-
lective bargaining and by granting limited welfare concessions to the working 
class.111 In this way, reformism became tied to the Keynesian project, not of 
overthrowing and replacing capitalism, but of enlisting the state in its man-
agement and incorporating the working class as consumer demand.

The postwar compact between capital and labor was administered through 
unions, large bureaucratic corporations, and by Keynesian interventionist 
state policy. State intervention appeared to have displaced the classic Marxist 
contradiction between the forces and relations of production, as Habermas 
suggested his 1968 essay “Technology and Science as ‘Ideology.’ ”112 The 
normalcy of capitalism after World War II, the taken-for-grantedness of 
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capitalist society as the way of things, depended on state intervention that 
managed and suppressed the “spontaneous” tendencies of the market. Hillel 
Ticktin argues that underlying the apparent success of capitalism in the post–
World War II period was the fact that “capitalism has not solved its problems 
at all but made huge concessions to the working class such that it has negated 
the very essence of capitalism.”113

Massimo de Angelis writes of the coming apart of the “social micro-
foundations of Keynesianism.” He shows how the crisis of Keynesianism 
was produced by the undermining of the social order in which it was embed-
ded. De Angelis draws on Michael Kalecki’s 1943 paper, “Political Aspects 
of Full Employment.”114 Here, Kalecki argues that a stable full employment 
economy depends on a political settlement which operates to restrain work-
ers’ wage demands. Since full employment removes fear of being laid off, it 
removes anxiety about going on strike and, therefore, is extremely empower-
ing for workers. But higher wages threaten to undermine the full employment 
Keynesian regime by producing inflation.

The transformation of the nineteenth-century craft-skilled factory worker 
into the relatively de-skilled, by Taylorism and automation, Fordist mass 
worker of the twentieth-century represented an increase in the real subsump-
tion of labor by capital and an increase in the alienation of the worker from 
their work. Deprived of pride in their working activity, the mass worker was 
not oriented to a politics of workers’ control of industry. Rather, through 
increasingly bureaucratic unions, wage struggles became the primary 
expression of class struggle.115 Unions played a mediating role in these 
struggles. While organizing and mobilizing the workers and voicing their 
demands, unions also framed and regulated those demands. Unions provided 
a means through which class struggle was regulated within the framework 
of Keynesianism. Unions were, therefore, an important component of the 
micro-foundations of Keynesianism. With the incorporation of unions into 
the regulatory apparatus, the aspirations of the working class could be man-
aged and met in and through the overall strategy of economic growth. While 
wage struggles provided real material advances in workers’ conditions and 
in the social power of the working class, they were also a means by which 
working-class demands and aspirations were co-opted into and harnessed for 
the Keynesian strategy of economic growth. Rising wages and working-class 
spending on mass consumer products translated into increasing aggregate 
demand, absorbing the surplus produced by the growth of production. This 
function of the unions corresponded with the political-ideological conver-
gence within “consensus capitalism,” a “consensus” that the repression of 
war and the political repression of McCarthyism served to artificially carve 
out.116 The social liberalism of mid-century sociology was also very much 
Cold War liberalism. This was evident in the sociology of science, in which 
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the Mertonian image of scientific freedom was entirely aligned with the 
image of science promoted in the CIA-funded Congress for Cultural Freedom 
and which, as Audra Wolfe has shown, formed part of the US propagandistic 
contrast between the “free world” and the “Iron Curtain.”117

The micro-foundations of Keynesianism, therefore, involved not only 
bureaucratic unions but also the broader culture of social conformity and 
patriotism that was fostered by World War II and the political culture of the 
Cold War. Forms of normalcy such as suburban living, automobiles, and 
mass consumerism functioned ideologically as images of the immanent uto-
pia of capitalism, thereby organizing consent. The interconnected normalcy 
and political conformity were made possible by the postwar boom. Normalcy 
was “the social micro-foundations of Keynesianism.” In this way, normalcy 
underpinned, but was in turn sustained by, the social, cultural, economic, and 
political hegemony of the period.

Kalecki identified wage restraint as a political precondition for 
Keynesianism and wage struggles as a crucial political problem that would 
accompany Keynesian full employment. This draws attention to the way 
in which Keynesianism operated within a broader social-political-cultural 
regime. Keynesianism was a form of power that relied intrinsically on the 
active cooperation of the governed, through the ways in which they were 
collectively organized.

The social micro-foundations of Keynesianism were constructed within 
boundaries that entailed social exclusions, but Keynesianism itself served to 
undermine the legitimacy of these exclusions by raising expectations of prog-
ress and of its support by government action. The Civil Rights Movement 
was a movement of a population, southern blacks in what were then still pri-
marily rural states, who were excluded from the Keynesian compact. When 
Martin Luther King, Jr. joined the struggle to organize sanitation workers 
in Memphis, which is when he was killed, he was aligning the civil rights 
struggle with economic struggle by sections of the urban working class who 
were not included in the Keynesian regime of collective bargaining.118 The 
Civil Rights movement arose from and reinforced the struggles of workers. 
It gained momentum in the 1930s, during the New Deal, despite the limits 
imposed by the Roosevelt administration for fear of antagonizing the south-
ern segregationist democrats.119 The apparatus for managing wage growth, 
collective bargaining through the AFL-CIO, was one that served urban 
industrial workers. African Americans became involved in union struggles as 
they emigrated out of the South during the 1930s and 1940s. The Communist 
Party and the radicalization of the 1930s provided impetus to civil rights. So 
the social struggles of the working class earlier in the twentieth century, to 
which Keynesianism was a response, and the revolutionary potential of which 
was to a certain extent neutralized by Keynesianism, prepared the basis for 
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new struggles both within and from without the Keynesian regime. As his-
torian Mary Dudziak has traced, the existence of the Soviet Union, and the 
ideological contest of the Cold War, also situated the civil rights struggles 
as potentially destabilizing the ideological dimension of international US 
hegemony. Images of southern cops brutalizing blacks, picked up around the 
world including in the Soviet Union, tended to undermine the image of the 
United States as leader of the free world.120

There was also a close connection between the civil rights and global 
decolonization struggles.121 These struggles took inspiration from the Russian 
Revolution, which represented a massive breach in the power structure of 
imperialism and which opened up a new range of political possibility for 
oppressed people globally. This was in addition to the role of the Soviet 
Union in funding and supporting many of these third-world anti-colonial 
movements and the regimes to which they gave rise. The revolutionary 
struggles by third world peoples against the European colonial powers and 
the successes of these struggles inspired blacks in the United States just as 
the civil rights struggle was recognized by these movements as a cause with 
affinity to their own. King’s opposition to the Vietnam War again made these 
global affinities of the civil rights movement clear. Keynesianism-Fordism 
and Bretton Woods were means of containing and channeling the conflicts 
and aspirations opened up by the Russian Revolution and the global crisis of 
capitalism to which it gave political expression. The bourgeois compromises 
and concessions represented human progress, driven by this pressure from 
below, in contrast with the barbarity of simultaneous bourgeois repression. 
Therefore, these temporary solutions themselves stimulated hopes that the 
structures could not indefinitely contain.

The fate of the United States was to emerge as a global power, in World 
War I, simultaneously with the Russian Revolution and the establishment of 
the first workers’ state in the Soviet Union. The US emergence as the domi-
nant imperialist power at the end of World War II coincided with the upsurge 
of anti-colonial struggles against the attempts by former European empires 
to hold onto their colonies after the defeat of Germany and Japan. While it 
suited the United States to distinguish itself from its old imperialist rivals 
as anti-colonialist, the United States sought to hold onto its own colonies, 
acquired during the Spanish-American War, and ruthlessly assert the Monroe 
doctrine by crushing democratic, socialist, communist, and national libera-
tion movements in Latin America as well as around the world from Iran to 
Indonesia. The period of Keynesian consensus capitalism in the United States 
was also a period in which the United States was engaging in brutal destabili-
zation campaigns and wars against the peoples of the third world.

The US government sought to manage domestic class conflict through 
Keynesian class compromise, integrating the working class through politics 
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of growth, full employment, and welfare in the United States (which imposed 
a certain level of political and cultural oppression, as in the Smith Act and 
McCarthyism). This depended on supporting Bretton Woods worldwide 
through the carrots and sticks of the Marshall Plan and military intervention 
or covert destabilization.122 The costs of these projects of maintaining the 
conditions for capitalism domestically and internationally became unsus-
tainable in the context of the rise of international competition from the very 
states defeated in World War II, the capitalist stabilization and development 
of which the United States had financially underwritten. The stability of the 
Bretton Woods regime was riven with destabilizing contradictions. These 
contradictions manifested themselves in the form of fiscal crisis at the begin-
ning of the 1970s. The United States was, by the end of the 1960s, borrowing 
too much to support its warfare-welfare spending in the Vietnam War and 
the Great Society welfare programs and this, combined with the worsening 
balance of payments, was undermining the value of the dollar, and with that 
further undermining the US ability to service its debts. In response to the 
crisis, President Nixon floated the dollar on international exchange rates on 
August 15, 1971. This event inaugurated the current period of globaliza-
tion, characterized by the globalization of production (the pressures toward 
which, in the form of global competition, were manifesting themselves 
already by the mid-1960s). The Nixon shock may be used to pinpoint the end 
of the postwar boom, and the Keynesian compact, and the stable capitalist 
order that constituted normalcy and that lasted for no more than a quarter 
of a century.

The present political crisis, vividly enacted in the Trump coup attempt of 
January 6, 2021, has its roots in the end of the postwar boom and of the period 
of class compromise. North has argued that this can be dated to Nixon’s sus-
pension of the dollar’s convertibility into gold:

In historical retrospect, this action marked a turning point in not only the global 
economic position of the United States, but also in the fate of American democ-
racy. As long as the United States was a rising global power, whose military 
component was secondary to the country’s economic strength and dominance, 
the basic thrust of American politics was of a broadly progressive character.123

The floating of the dollar was followed by growing illegality of ruling-class 
operations and increasing attacks on democracy. The Nixon administra-
tion ended in the ignominy of Watergate. Since then, there has been the 
Iran-Contra Affair, the Supreme Court’s halting of the vote count which 
handed the 2000 election to George W. Bush, the Patriot Act and illegal 
NSA surveillance after 9/11, and the Trump administration’s coup attempt 
on January 6, 2021. The growing illegality by the US state since the 1970s 
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has accompanied the turn by the state away from integration and toward 
coercive exclusion. North writes, “The abandonment of social reform 
required a turn toward increasing social repression. The trajectory of 
American democracy followed the trajectory of American capitalism—that 
is, downward.”124

The financialization of the economy was accompanied by the undermin-
ing of the social conditions of the working class and the undermining of 
democracy. The series of global economic crises between the 1980s and the 
beginning of the new millennium manifested the growing instability of a 
financialized capitalism not only in which money circulated almost instanta-
neously around the world but in which profit was increasingly divorced from 
the real economy, in the Marxist sense of the extraction of surplus value from 
labor. Nick Beams writes that financialization is “the expression of a deepen-
ing malaise flowing from the relentless accumulation of profit through finan-
cial activities completely divorced from the underlying real economy and the 
production of real value.”125 Since 2008, the global capitalist economy has 
been dependent on the actions of the US Federal Reserve in propping up the 
United States, and global, economy via the maintenance of ultra-low interest 
rates and the injection of bailout money, most recently with the CARES Act 
designed to make sure that the financial markets were protected prior to the 
US government alerting the public to the danger of the Covid-19 virus.126 
Financialization has produced a massively unstable economy based on specu-
lation, which rests on and requires governmental support in the form of low 
interest rates and periodic bailouts.

The transformation of the state into what James Galbraith calls the 
“Predator State,” combines this largesse for corporations with the disposses-
sion of the population. This dynamic was exemplified after 2008 by courts 
streamlining and speeding up the process of foreclosing on people’s homes 
and evicting them so that the banks could take possession of the houses for 
which they had in many cases underwritten fraudulent loans. Largesse for 
the corporate oligarchy in the 2020 CARES Act cynically used the Covid-19 
pandemic as an opportunity to inject more money into the propping up of 
corporations and asset prices while providing insultingly inadequate relief for 
the American population. Giroux’s paradigm of disposability and Galbraith’s 
Predator State are two sides of the same regime.

THE END OF SOCIOLOGY’S “SOCIETY”

The publication in 1970 of Gouldner’s The Coming Crisis of Western 
Sociology marks the end of the postwar boom and the end of the period of 
social reform.127 What Gouldner regarded as the result of the incorporation 
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of sociology into the welfare state was, with the benefit of hindsight, also the 
result of the crisis and neoliberal dismantling of the welfare state, in which 
sociology was embedded. Giddens insightfully observed in 1982 that the 
crisis of structural-functionalist sociology had political-economic roots. He 
wrote:

Today, the orthodox consensus is no more . . . But its demise is certainly not 
something to be explained solely in terms of intellectual critique. The changes 
that have swept through the social sciences reflected transmutations in the social 
world itself, as the period of stable Western economic growth was interrupted 
by fresh reversals, crises and conflicts. The seemingly secure domain staked out 
by the theorists of industrial society proved fragile indeed.128

Richard Lee Deaton makes the important point that the demise of consen-
sus in American sociology was crucially related to the decline of American 
global power (which the Nixon shock recognized and exacerbated). Deaton 
writes that

in the nearly thirty years since Gouldner’s death we have gone from the crisis of 
American sociology to the decline of the American empire and the two issues 
are integrally related. Structural functionalism in U.S. academic sociology 
closely parallels the consolidation and dominance of Pax Americana, especially 
in the post-World War II period, in the same way that Spencer, Kipling, and 
Spengler are associated with the ascendancy of the British Empire.

The converse is equally true. Given the mounting problems in the United 
States, and the advanced industrialized world more generally, ranging from pol-
lution, unemployment, the debt crisis, economic instability, and military adven-
turism, to mention a few, suggests that we now live in an increasingly unstable 
world—one that is characterized by disequilibrium, not self-adjusting stability.129

The crisis of sociology is that it cannot overcome what Irving Louis Horowitz 
called its post-Parsonian theoretical “decomposition,” because bourgeois 
society cannot prevent its own ongoing decomposition, under the impact of 
the contradiction between global economy and the nation-state.130

While a variety of agency-based approaches within sociology marked 
the transformation of sociology so as to align with the tenets and frame-
work of neoliberalism, these could, almost by definition, not provide an 
integrating perspective giving sociology coherence as a discipline. Agency 
approaches could not provide a coherent sociological ideology, justifying 
sociology as a project sui generis.131 Neither could these approaches provide 
justification for a role for intellectuals/professionals as autonomous from 
the market. Indeed, agency perspectives provided the basis for skepticism 
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about the very possibility of such autonomy. For public choice theorists, 
if activities were insulated from the market they would be inefficient. 
Agency approaches tended to involve a hermeneutics of suspicion, due to 
the positing of the universal pursuit of particular self-interest. This liberal 
individualist acid dissolved the fabric of the social. Socially atomistic, 
micro-reductionist agency approaches exacerbated rather than resolved the 
crisis of sociology.

“Mainstream” American sociology is hyper-normal science in post-normal 
conditions. The crisis in sociology arising at the end of 1960s represented the 
collapse of sociology as ideology and, at the same time, the breakdown of 
the conditions for sociology as normal science, precisely because normal sci-
ence required a consensus ideology. The crisis of sociology was inextricably 
intertwined with the broader crisis and collapse of the postwar ideological 
consensus and of the postwar boom that sustained this ideology. The postwar 
ideology was normalcy (and therefore the end of ideology) and sociology 
played a central role in the production of this ideology.

And yet, even while postwar sociology valorized normalcy, it itself con-
tributed to undermining it. A sociological account of values as “norms” 
strips values of any transcendent reality and special ontological status. The 
sociological account of the “sacred canopy” necessarily profanes it, renders 
it open for question, and therefore triggers the anxiety that it may not exist 
at all other than in our collective imagination. To give an account of values 
as societal norms necessarily relativizes these values to a particular society, 
undermines their claim to universality, and thereby potentially calls them 
into question. Harry Collins and Graham Cox, providing a sociological 
interpretation of Leon Festinger et al.’s famous study of an apocalyptic UFO 
cult in their book When Prophecy Fails, argue that the sociologist should 
treat Mrs. Keech and her followers’ belief in the UFOs not as inherently 
irrational, but simply as abnormal, where normalcy is just what has contin-
gently come to be taken for granted as the parameters of reality. Collins and 
Cox write:

Normalcy is the expression of the sum of historical contingencies to date. It 
expresses the fact that we do not all see flying saucers, and cannot all wake up 
tomorrow to see them: it expresses the fact that the creative individual has to 
work hard to persuade us to see the world in a different way.132

Sociology not only normalizes but undermines the norm, by subjecting 
normativity to the culture of critical discourse. This may be seen in the his-
tory of the sociology of deviance. The notion of deviance, a central category 
of modern sociology, was undermined by cultural changes involved in the 
counterculture and the rise of post-Fordist consumerism since the 1960s. 
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These shifts were themselves not only reflected in, but reinforced by, socio-
logical reflexivity. So the sociology of deviance, as Colin Sumner argues in 
his “obituary” for the subfield, effectively dissolved, under the glare of criti-
cal scrutiny, its own object. Sumner writes:

Insanity seemed sane and sanity seemed lunatic. Deviance was being seen as 
at least as normal as normality, and the latter looked very deviant indeed. The 
signifiers were becoming unhooked. They were being rendered as parodies of 
themselves. Reality was mocked up, and mock-ups became reality. Deviance 
became politics, politics became deviant. Connections between images of devi-
ance and actual social practices became less coherent, less clear, less persuasive. 
The media spectacle was taking over at the expense of any dialectic with real-
ity. What was deviance became less clear. Who were the deviants became less 
clear—was it the corporate rich, with their corruptions, client genocides, tax 
evasions and environmental destruction, or the kinky transvestites and swing-
ers, with their creative play on the corpses of disappearing sexual norms. By the 
time of the de-regulated eighties and the enterprise culture, deviance had gone. 
Drowned in a sea of amoralism. Cut loose from its moorings in polarized but 
coherent opposed moralities, . . . it became . . . daily, de-regulated, diversity 
divorced from any deep dalliance with deity and diabolism.133

Hence, the modern sociological project of banishing ambivalence with a 
scientifically defined secular moral order gave way to the postmodern play 
of difference.134

Gouldner identified, as a key part of the crisis of sociology, the incompat-
ibility of the conservative normalizing tendencies of Parsonian functionalism 
with the antinomianism of the 1960s counterculture. The integration of the 
baby-boomer youth into the professoriate would, Gouldner predicted, neces-
sitate theoretical change.135 Gouldner saw the counterculture as the manifesta-
tion of

increasing pressure for some total redefinition of the traditional moral code, a 
pressure which may take the form of a new, mass social movement for “cultural 
relativization.” This last is already in evidence with the emergence of the new 
psychedelic and communitarian counter-cultures.136

The transformation of middle-class habitus, away from the valuing of 
restraint and toward the valorization of transgression of norms, of which 
the counterculture was a concentrated expression and a herald, would feed 
into and reinforce the emergence of new “disorganized” globalized forms of 
capitalism.137
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The breakdown of consensus within sociology was centrally important 
to (it both reflected and was an element of) the fragmentation of culture, 
politics, and ideology that characterized the 1970s and that has persisted ever 
since. In his intellectual history of the fragmentation of American thought 
since the 1960s, Daniel T. Rodgers emphasizes that intellectual fragmenta-
tion reflected at its heart “the fracture of the social.” “The recession of the 
social,” he writes, “echoed the shrinking prestige of sociology, which had rid-
den the crest of the social movements of the 1960s.” At least, says Rodgers, 
“What society conjured up now was something smaller, more voluntaristic, 
fractured, easier to exit, and more guarded from others.”138 Sociology was the 
lynchpin of the postwar consensus to the extent that it was the most abstract 
synthesis of this consensus and exerted a high degree of influence on broader 
intellectual and public culture. The breakdown of consensus within sociol-
ogy was, therefore, in an important way, causative of the more widespread 
fragmentation of intellectual life and the collapse of public culture. The 1970s 
was a hinge between two periods of American intellectual history, just as in 
social and economic history. It was the collapse of the idea of the social as an 
organizing and unifying concept underlying a reformist vision of American 
society as nation-state.

The crisis of Keynesianism produced crisis in sociology (from which 
sociology never recovered theoretical integration around an ontology of the 
social). This was for the reason that the crisis of Keynesianism was a crisis of 
bourgeois social order for which the bourgeoisie had no social solution. Clara 
Elisabetta Mattei writes, in an analysis of Geoff Mann’s book In the Long 
Run We Are All Dead: Keynesianism, Political Economy, and Revolution, that

Mann stresses that Keynesianism is much more than the mere perception of the 
endogenous instability of the economy. Its kernel is deeply tragic and political: 
it represents an existential anxiety, a real terror for the collapse of the bourgeois 
social order. In the author’s poignant definition, Keynesian reason “is a scien-
tific form of a political anxiety endemic to modernity.”139

For Keynes, the action of the state in preserving the stability of the market 
economy was tantamount to the defense of civilization against barbarism. He 
said in 1938, “Civilization is a thin and precarious crust, erected by the per-
sonality and will of a very few, and only maintained by rules and conventions 
skillfully put across and guilefully preserved.” Mann writes, “As Keynes’s 
theory of civilization makes clear, because the bourgeoisie cannot imagine 
a nonbourgeois society, it cannot conceive of its own end as anything other 
than the end of the world.”140 It is the corollary of this that sociology has not 
been able to imagine “society” beyond the image of the nation-state order 
maintained in the postwar period through Keynesianism.
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MEDIATION AND ITS CRISIS

In his essay “Keynes and the Capitalist Theory of the State Post-1929,” Antonio 
Negri writes that “the science of capital,” by which he means economics but 
more broadly bourgeois self-consciousness, “mystifies as much as it reveals.” 
Bourgeois science is faced with the problem of simultaneously accomplishing 
the tasks of mystifying and revealing. It must reveal because it must understand 
the dangers that capital, and the bourgeoisie as personification of capital, faces. 
But its motivation is the goal of self-preservation, the maintenance of capitalist 
social relations and bourgeois class power. Negri writes,

Ultimately the only possible solution to this contradiction is to place one’s faith 
in an independent political will; a sort of “political miracle” capable of reuniting 
the various necessary but opposing elements of the capitalist system—socialisa-
tion of the mode of production and socialisation of exploitation; organisation 
and violence; organisation of society for the exploitation of the working class.141

This paragraph would serve as an encapsulation of the outlook and project 
of Weber and the source of the splits that necessarily ran through his thought 
and personality. Again, Weber is the embodiment of the contradictions and 
dualities of bourgeois culture.

Weber indeed put his faith in an independent political will. “Politics as a 
Vocation” was a statement of Weber’s conception of the requirements of this 
will, in order to be truly independent, and above all the requirement to be able 
to apply violence realistically and with responsibility in an ethically irrational 
world.142 The independent will that Weber sought to call into being was a polit-
ically independent bourgeoisie, one capable of exercising hegemony as a class. 
Weber’s preoccupation with violence concerned state power and war and the 
ability of the bourgeois class in Germany to assert itself politically against the 
control of the state by the Junker aristocracy and to take responsibility for the 
suppression of the working-class. To take responsibility for wielding violence 
was to take responsibility, and therefore power, over the state.

Railing against the short-sightedness of the Allied Powers in imposing 
punitive reparations on the defeated Central Powers in the Versailles Treaty, 
Keynes predicted “Nothing can then delay for very long that final civil war 
between the forces of reaction and the despairing convulsions of revolu-
tion,” a conflict which would destroy “the civilisation and the progress of 
our generation.”143 Weber’s political project was, in the fraught context of 
Germany, the political development of the bourgeois class as an indepen-
dent and emerging hegemonic class, acting apart from and wielding power 
against both the aristocratic forces of reaction and the proletarian impetus to 
revolution.144 Upon Weber’s death in 1920, this project had been through the 
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experiences of Germany’s wartime defeat, revolution, and the founding of the 
Weimar Republic. The signing into law of the Weimar Constitution in August 
1919 was in these circumstances a symbol of the coming to fruition of this 
independent bourgeois class hegemony but also of its precariousness and its 
potential destructiveness.145

Weber’s sociological writing revolved around the fissures at the center of 
bourgeois thought. Weber’s neo-Kantianism framed the dualistic character 
of his thought: divisions between fact and value, necessity and freedom, 
neutrality and commitment, other-worldliness and this-worldliness.146 His 
political sociology revolved around the opposition between charisma and its 
routinization and between charisma and bureaucracy. This was an opposition 
between nonrational, and, as unruled, free, forces of change and institutional 
frameworks of order and stability. His two lectures on vocation expressed 
either side of this split between organization and violence, as well as the way 
in which Weber shaped his prescriptions on each sphere in relation to the 
other.147

In order to become the ruling class politically, the bourgeoisie needed to 
generate a new worldview different from, and in many ways opposite to, the 
humanistic culture that had characterized German thought and the university 
in the early to mid-nineteenth century. Weber gave explicit articulation to a 
shift that was already underway and that found more implicit articulation in 
the so-called Methodenstreit, or conflict over social scientific methodology 
between humanism and the example of the natural sciences.148 The power of 
the bourgeoisie rested on its conquest of reality. This meant science, but it 
also meant the power-political realism that had hitherto been carried by the 
aristocracy as a class that emerged from war. But whereas the Junker class 
was decadent and unfit, the bourgeoisie had as their charisma the calling and 
indeed its routinization into an instrumental orientation to life. Wolfe sug-
gests that, for Weber,

the bourgeois politician, for all his lack of principles, has a certain virtue after 
all. The fragility of democratic societies can be preserved only if politics as a 
vocation is reserved for the political brokers who seek power rather than the 
salvation of men’s souls.149

And yet, it was in the charismatic political leader and the value-orientation 
of nationalism that Weber sought the salvation of the bourgeois soul and the 
real source of strength of the nation.150

Weber may in this way be regarded as an embodiment of the tensions 
and contradictions that arose from the process, beginning with the defeat 
of the revolutions of 1848, of the bourgeoisie transforming from a rising 
and revolutionary class into a hegemonic ruling class and, necessarily in 
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this process, into a reactionary class. This, as Negri argues in more gen-
eral terms, was responsive to developments over the course of the nine-
teenth century, marked by the 1848 revolutions and the Paris Commune 
of 1871, and culminating in the Bolsheviks’ October Revolution in 1917. 
This was the development of the proletariat as an independent force in 
history. “1917 is a crucial point of rupture,” Negri argues. From then on, 
the bourgeoisie “would have to come to terms with a working class that 
had achieved political identity, and had become a historical protagonist 
in its own right.”151 It was between 1848 and 1917 that liberalism turned 
from optimism toward pessimism and this was, as Wolfe argues, bound up 
with imperialism: “the Expansionist State, in spite of its aggressiveness, 
marked the transformation of liberalism from an optimistic to a pessimistic 
outlook.”152 “Science as a Vocation” was the culmination of this process.

Talcott Parsons was responsible for bringing Weber’s work into American 
sociology. For example, Parsons provided the first English-language transla-
tion of The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism.153 Parsons’s student, 
Robert K. Merton, founded the subdiscipline of the sociology of science along 
Weberian lines. Merton’s doctoral dissertation on science and Protestantism 
in seventeenth-century England supports with historical research Weber’s 
note in The Protestant Ethic that Protestantism was a spur to the develop-
ment of scientific empiricism.154 The relationship between science and values 
remained the central concern of his sociology of science. Merton’s argument 
was that the value-freedom of science, for which Weber called, was itself the 
product of value-commitment. Historically, Protestantism was an important 
source of this value-commitment both to the discovery of truth through the 
study of nature and to science as a calling. Weber’s problem in “Science as 
a Vocation” was how to retain that sense of the calling in the secular context 
of twentieth-century modernity and, specifically, the research university. 
Weber’s solution was an existential leap of faith by the individual—“I stand 
here, I can do no other.” It was, therefore, a lonely position maintained by 
the inner-direction of character. Merton provided a much more communi-
tarian account, in which value-commitment was in and through belonging 
within the social collective, rather than a deeply individualistic existential 
act.155 Merton’s account of scientific community as a moral order combined 
Durkheimian functionalism with American pragmatism. The individual 
commitment to value-neutrality was a feature of the normative regulation of 
individuals by the community of scientists.

Merton’s account of science provided a much less bleak vision of modern 
rationalization than that put forward by Weber. Secularization did not leave 
values foundationless, the individual alone to find meaning in an ethically 
irrational world. Rather, secularization institutionalized and routinized val-
ues in their form while stripping them of their religious content. Hence, the 
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development of the university in America from the Protestant liberal arts 
college to the research university was not de-moralization but rather the insti-
tutionalization of a more abstract, and universal, framework of values in the 
form of an ethos of an academic community. Weber’s worries about value-
pluralism were solved by Merton in the division of labor, expressed in the 
differentiated institutional structures of modern societies. Value-neutrality 
was protected by the specific normative structure of science as a specific set 
of institutions and roles within modern society. Merton rewrote “Science as 
a Vocation” for what David Riesman called the “other-directed” character of 
bureaucratic society, as opposed to Weber’s innerly directed ascetic.156

Merton’s account of the self-regulation of the scientific community fit 
with the more general “ideology,” as Mulkay put it, of American science, 
which provided legitimacy for their claim to government support. It was 
support from the nation-state that ultimately protected Merton’s enclave of 
disinterestedness. Bourgeois market relations require a neutral body outside 
the competition of interests to regulate this competition. The neutrality of the 
state with respect to social interests has been, as Ezrahi argues, essential to 
the liberal justification of state power.157 It is only as neutral that the state is 
able to exercise power in such a way as to protect negative freedom, even 
while doing so requires coercion and therefore infringement upon the free 
will of individuals. The liberal justification of the state depends on the state’s 
neutrality between freedoms. Ezrahi argues that science was a key symbolic 
resource for the state’s self-representation as a neutral apparatus. Science 
provides the model for instrumental action and, therefore, for the instrumental 
rationality that, Weber argues, typifies bureaucratic action. Therefore, science 
and the nation-state (the quintessentially bourgeois form of state) were mutu-
ally justifying.

Indeed, Merton was writing in a period in which science was increasingly 
nationalized, in the sense of being financially supported and, to a certain 
extent, organized, by the nation-state. David Paul Haney writes that “The 
social sciences’ participation in such New Deal programs as Social Security, 
the Works Progress Administration, and the Department of Agriculture, 
together with President Roosevelt’s enthusiasm for policy-oriented social sci-
ence research, lent them new professional credibility.”158 Stephen Turner and 
Jonathan Turner write that in the wake of the 1957 Sputnik launch, prompting 
a surge of federal money into education and research, “The end result was 
for the nature of funding for the social sciences in general and sociology in 
particular to move decisively away from private foundations to public agen-
cies, primarily in the federal government.”159 The nationalization of science 
funding was an aspect of the increase in the size and scope of the federal 
government that emerged with World War I, New Deal and the World War 
II. Another aspect of this was the nationalization of welfare provision and 
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regulation of society. It is in connection with the strengthening of the nation-
state as the locus of social regulation, and the orientation of sociology there-
fore to the nation-state as its patron and its audience, that there took place in 
sociology a decisive shift from reformism to disciplinarity as a value-neutral 
science.

The growing predominance of a conception of sociology as value-neutral 
science and the exclusion or marginalization of social work and active 
reformism from the discipline reflected the shift of reform itself to a higher 
level, from local initiatives and philanthropic foundations to the nation-state 
itself. This transformation of sociology’s value-orientation to value-neutrality 
was a feature of its adaptation to the nation-state, even while asserting its 
autonomy, but also actively distinguishing itself from ideology in the stig-
matized form of Communism.160 The doctrine of value-neutrality took hold 
from the 1920s and grew in strength in the conservative 1950s, a consensus 
against which Mills fought. But the ideal of a value-neutral social science 
had deeper roots. The Schwendingers discuss the influence of the German so-
called socialists of the chair, or theorists of the imperialist state who stressed 
the importance of social and economic integration and the role of the state in 
preserving these as well as the importance of doing so for state power itself. 
The emergence of sociology in America was part of the process that Robert 
Wiebe has called “the search for order” which was an aspect of the forging 
of post-Civil War America into a unified industrial nation. Nevertheless, 
during the Progressive Era, in which sociology emerged as a discipline in 
America, while there was the beginning of the modern regulatory role of the 
federal government, social reform was still largely the local effort of chari-
ties and philanthropic agencies. It was not until the New Deal that the federal 
government, representing the US as national society, became the central and 
primary organizer of these functions. Sociology self-transformed from local 
observational studies of the Chicago school to the hegemony of Parsons’s 
grand theory as a reflection of the shift from the local to the national level 
as the locus of conscious intervention in society.161 Brick writes that Parsons 
was “decisive” in establishing a conception of the social as separate from the 
sphere of the economic. He writes:

The move to distinguish conceptually the sphere of society from that of the 
economy was evident in the maturation and self-conscious independence of 
fields such as sociology, anthropology, and social psychology from the meth-
ods of academic economics. These Parsons championed as the “new social 
sciences,” whose growing stature marked “a shift of emphasis away from 
economics” or the debut of a “social relations” concept that defined society in 
noneconomic terms, constituted by family, neighborhood, community, solidar-
ity, voluntary association, and nonprofit service institutions.162
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Brick argues that Parsons, therefore, did not represent the abandonment of 
reform, but rather was “an intellectual product of those interwar reformist 
milieus that nurtured the emerging postcapitalist vision.”163 Parsons’ politics 
were the reformist-welfarist social liberalism that was hegemonic in the 
period, as, according to David Hess, were Merton’s.164 This was, however, the 
Keynesian liberalism of the post-New Deal and particularly post–World War 
II period. The politics of functionalism were the politics of social reform on a 
higher level than the local, that is, on the level of the nation-state. Particularist 
value advocacy correspondingly gave way to the value-neutral positivist 
language of functionalism and of the statistical studies by Paul Lazarsfeld 
at Columbia. This value-neutral ideology aligned with the neutrality of the 
state as bureaucracy. What Horowitz calls the “decomposition of sociology” 
is bound up with the end of postwar national reformism and the legitimation 
crisis of value-neutral expertise.

The movements of the 1960s were the product of the stabilization of 
capitalism in the postwar boom and the degree of rising living standards, 
social welfare, and mass “affluence” with the growth of a “middle class.” 
The middle-class student movement in which the “New Left” was embedded 
expressed the rejection of the older middle-class habitus by baby-boomer 
youth, as the conditions of the postwar boom allowed a release from what 
Marcuse called “surplus repression” among the middle class. The student 
movement gave political expression to a change in middle-class social char-
acter away from authoritarianism. What Langman called the “Dionysian” 
message of the youth counterculture was the herald of far-reaching trans-
formations of social character toward greater flexibility and less internalized 
repression.165

The civil rights and black liberation movements expressed the contradic-
tion between what the Keynesian-Fordist regime made possible and promised 
as universal—a mass homogeneous society of consumers—and the caste 
system of the south as well as the caste-like ghettoization of blacks in impov-
erished inner-cities, which exploded into flames in the riots of the mid- to 
late 1960s. The incompatibility between caste and “mass society” made the 
contradiction between caste and democracy even more intolerable, materi-
ally and ideologically, in a society in which reform had proved possible and 
which accepted the principle that society itself was malleable and subject 
to progressive change and conscious improvement. The nonviolence of the 
civil rights movement was closely related to reformism, since it assumed 
the ability to nonviolently, through moral force, ameliorate social condi-
tions.166 It also assumed the employment by the nation-state of its monopoly 
of legitimate violence against the local perpetrators of violence. Hence, it was 
conditioned on the supremacy of the nation-state and the reformist character 
of the nation-state.
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The New Left, internationally, assumed the long-term stabilization of 
capitalism, in the sense of the stabilization of the economic base. The theory 
allowed for new contradictions to emerge in the political and cultural super-
structure. This assumption of the suppression of contradiction due to the 
economic stabilization of capitalism underpinned Marcuse’s notion of the 
“one-dimensional society.”

However, the bureaucratic society of controlled consumption gave rise 
to individuals who felt incompatible with bureaucracy and control. In The 
Coming Crisis, Gouldner argued that sociology was entering crisis because it 
had become the intellectual handmaiden of the welfare state and was threat-
ened with loss of intellectual autonomy and critical edge as it became increas-
ingly absorbed and directed by the policy needs of the welfare state. At the 
same time, he identified a contradiction between the Protestant conservative-
liberalism of the sociological establishment, personified by Parsons, and the 
values and sensibilities of the counterculture. The new sensibilities carried by 
counterculture youth were, Gouldner thought, already producing their own 
ramifications in sociology, and such was his characterization of ethnometh-
odology. These would undermine the domain assumptions of the discipline, 
especially the discipline’s central positivist epistemology which connected 
it with the technocratic orientation of the welfare state and the bureaucratic 
society. Gouldner correctly diagnosed the crisis, from which the discipline 
has never recovered, but misdiagnosed its cause. This was not the stability 
and power of the welfare state, but its weakness and temporariness. Gouldner 
was astute in observing that the epistemic crisis of functionalism was signifi-
cant because Parsonian functionalism represented the unification of academic 
sociology within a conception of the social as totality. The breakdown of 
the functionalist consensus was highly significant for the coherence, and the 
very legitimacy of the notion, of a unified discipline of sociology. Gouldner 
saw in the counterculture the herald of the emergence of structures of feeling 
antithetical to the structures of feeling and worldview of functionalism. This 
heralded a generational value-shift that would pose a fundamental challenge 
to the theoretical, moral, and political tenets that organized and animated 
sociology as a discipline. These counterculture values were also the herald 
of the crisis of the so-called welfare state (an institutional corollary and com-
ponent of the Keynesian solution to the crisis of capitalism and the Bretton 
Woods international political and financial order).

Gouldner’s Coming Crisis, followed a year later by the “Nixon shock,” 
marked the entanglement of the crisis of sociology with the crisis of the 
Bretton Woods and Keynesian political-economic order and the crisis of 
Fordist societalization. In the later political-economic context of fully blown 
neoliberalism, Horowitz’s 1993 book The Decomposition of Sociology railed 
futilely against the breakup of sociology by its splintering into identity 
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categories. Horowitz’s rage was due to the reflection in the decomposition 
of sociology of the decay of American national consensus and the crisis of 
national identity. His orientation to sociological thought is distinctly national-
istic. He attacks ideas as “un-American,” he seeks to return American sociol-
ogy to the American pragmatist empirical tradition, and he thinks sociology 
is properly applied to national policy representing a unified response of 
America as a nation to its domestic and international relations. He conceives 
of sociology as a science for the nation-state, for a “a truly national policy” 
which will “serve the interests of the American people as a whole.” He 
laments the “fragmentation of society into polarized interest groups” and the 
contribution made to this by the fragmentation of sociology into particularis-
tic fields such as black studies, Hispanic studies, and feminist studies.167 As 
well as the dissolution of sociology into identitarian parcels catering to “spe-
cial interest groups within academic life,” the discipline had also fragmented 
into specializations with no coherent center. Horowitz writes:

Methodological precision and moral purity became polarized expressions of 
the collapse of the scientific “middle.” Sociology dissolved into its parts: crimi-
nology, urban studies, demography, policy analysis, social history, decision 
theory, and hospital and medical administration. Sociology as such was left with 
“pure theory”: sections of itself on Marxism, feminism, and Third Worldism. 
It became, in short, a strident “interest group,” a husk instead of a professional 
society.

The themes covered in the new sociology—the study of the media, admin-
istration, development, family organization, crime, and race relations—have 
hardly dissolved over the past thirty years. What has dissolved is the ability of 
sociology as such to serve as a unifying intellectual framework.168

Horowitz acknowledges globalization and the fact that “The entire post-
World War II environment to which we have grown accustomed is now 
under intense scrutiny.” But he retains a fundamentally nationalist orienta-
tion, interpreting globalization as giving rise to the need for “the globaliza-
tion of policy” in the sense of the globalization of the perspective of national 
policy.169 His orientation is always to the nation-state. He rails against the 
fragmentation of society, and of sociology, without a clear sense of its cause. 
Hence, he swipes blindly at “anti-Americanism,” “anti-Semitism,” tenured 
radicals, the moralism of the discipline which made it susceptible to the 
moralizing politics of identity, and a cultural and moral drift away from 
the foundational liberal principles of America and the Weberian ethics of 
value-neutrality.

Horowitz has one foot on either side of the chasm between sociology 
and the neoliberal transformation of the nation-state under the pressure of 
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the pre-eminence of the global economy. He put forward an uncomfortable 
mixture of welfarist liberal Keynesian national commitments and neo-
conservative attachment to American imperialism, Zionism, and capitalism. 
The “free market” was guarantor of freedom against the tyranny of socialist 
planning. The task of sociology is to defend that space for individual free-
dom between the “behemoths” of the Big Society and the Big State. Except 
that Horowitz was attached to both sides of his dichotomy. His perspective 
is that of the middle-class individual of the state petty-bourgeoisie. This 
is a middle class that depends on the patronage of the state apparatus, of 
which they are a part through the academic system, and yet has been able to 
carve out a degree of autonomous agency while protected within the state 
apparatus (i.e., university funding). This autonomy is continually under 
threat from the State Behemoth of which they are a part, even while that 
Behemoth protects them from the Society Behemoth, of which they are 
also a part, but from which they remain apart, aloofness possible thanks to 
support from the State Behemoth. This Weberian position of the scholar, 
formulated and defended in terms of value-neutrality, depends on a state-
society compact which sets the terms of, and makes possible, this middle 
ground, this median position and mediating function. It is the existence of a 
degree of societal consensus that makes possible the neutral position occu-
pied by this bureaucratic section of the middle class. Sociology exists at the 
cutting edge of this contradiction for the reason that its cognitive authority 
depends not only on the protection of a sphere of discourse accepted as 
value-free and, therefore, neutral between social interests, but also on the 
very existence of consensus itself, for which sociology speaks. Sociology 
speaks for consensus in that it speaks for the conditions of possibility of 
such a consensus. Sociology gives voice to the problem of social order and 
the reality of social order, the ontological reality of society, and therefore 
the possibility of transcending value and interest conflict within society. 
That is, sociology speaks for society, qua that level of reality in which all 
conflicts are subsumed and that is the condition for the existence of any 
conflict.

Sociology in this way derives its cognitive authority not only from a 
claim to neutrality, but also, directly, from solidarity, recognized as a good, 
a value for which sociology speaks. Sociology speaks for solidarity by 
virtue of the very fact that solidarity is what makes social life, sociology’s 
topic, possible. Therefore sociology requires a degree of societal consensus 
that is both product and effect of solidarity and it depends on the broader 
societal recognition of solidarity as a value. Sociology as a discipline is, 
therefore, intrinsically bound up in the solidarity project of modernity. It 
is the academic, intellectual, and scientific voice of this solidarity proj-
ect. Therefore, the break-up in the 1970s of the postwar social consensus, 
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reflected in the collapse of the functionalist consensus in sociology, and the 
consequent intellectual fragmentation of the field of sociology, represented 
a deep undermining of the conditions of intellectual authority of sociology. 
Horowitz was unable to grasp the depth of the crisis of sociology and lashed 
out against its symptoms without comprehending its cause. His new ideal of 
sociology as a value-neutral administrative science in service of the nation-
state expressed his attachment to the defunct postwar compact. He praised 
public choice theory or rational choice theory for its ambition of scientific 
sociology while rejecting its scientism. This attraction to public choice the-
ory and antipathy to planning reflected Horowitz’s alignment with the very 
political forces of neoliberalism that had attacked the foundations of the 
postwar welfare state Keynesian consensus which earlier supported sociol-
ogy and which made possible sociology’s claim to neutrality. Sociology has 
responded to its own crisis by producing the idea of the “mainstream” of the 
discipline based on quantitative methodology. The dominant paradigm, as it 
has developed from the 1970s onward, rests not on any substantive theory 
about the social world and its ontology but, rather, on what Vaughan calls 
“methodological hegemony.”170 This may be regarded as a means of achiev-
ing ideological hegemony in a post-ideological age, or after the decline of 
sociology as ideology.

This technically legitimated and cartel-organized “consensus” around 
quantitative methodology is what is meant by referring to sociology as a 
hyper-normal science. It stands in tension with sizeable currents in sociol-
ogy that Stephen Turner has identified as “post-normal” due to the fact that 
they do not present themselves as value-free science, but present themselves 
as aligned with particular movements and identities, for example, feminist 
sociology and critical race theory. These latter “post-normal” forms of sociol-
ogy reflect and are fragments of the shattering of the postwar consensus that 
was expressed in consensus sociology. The collapse of the value-framework 
around which postwar normalcy was constructed and which was legitimized 
by the functionalist consensus in postwar sociology allowed the proliferation 
of particular value-frameworks. Unlike functionalism, these did not construct 
an image of the social totality and did not present themselves in universalistic 
terms as either neutral science or “for the benefit of humanity,” but rather 
specifically attacked the claims to universality and neutrality and the very 
possibility of such universality and neutrality. In this way, the trajectory of 
sociology was part of the transformation of American liberalism from social 
universalism to multicultural particularism and difference.

Gouldner identified the origins of this “post-normal sociology” in Howard 
Becker’s presidential address to the Society for the Study of Social Problems, 
and article published in 1967 in Social Problems, titled “Whose Side Are We 
On?” Becker argued for a partisan sociology that would take the side of the 
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“underdog.” Gouldner devastatingly exposed the class politics of this avant-
garde radicalism. Gouldner argued that the sociologist of deviance, taking the 
side of the underdog, was in fact identifying with, and giving expression to, 
the welfare state at a higher, more abstract managerial level than the street 
bureaucrats that usually represent the state to the underdog. Gouldner wrote:

The new underdog sociology propounded by Becker is, then, a standpoint that 
possesses a remarkably convenient combination of properties: it enables the 
sociologist to befriend the very small underdogs in local settings, to reject the 
standpoint of the “middle dog” respectables and notables who manage local 
caretaking establishments, while, at the same time, to make and remain friends 
with the really top dogs in Washington agencies or New York foundations.171

If sociology is on anyone’s side, Gouldner was saying, it was the welfare 
state apparatus that it intellectually represented. Goulder identified Becker’s 
partisan sociology with “state liberalism.”172 Chriss writes: “Becker and his 
group, then, by professing a new, seemingly compassionate underdog sociol-
ogy, are doing little more than developing a new establishment sociology . . . 
compatible with the new character of social reform in the United States.”173 
The underdog perspective was in fact that of the higher levels of the state 
apparatus of mediating institutions. Today, underdog sociology is decoupled 
from the tattered remnants of the welfare state. Underdog sociology is part of 
the capitalist state’s mediating apparatus that, eschewing redistribution, cen-
ters on the therapeutic management of feelings and expectations. It operates 
in the space created by the bureaucratic mediation of command, the space of 
plausible deniability. So the corporate-financial ruling class and its aligned 
power elites can express compassion for the underdog and opprobrium against 
the raw violence of their own street enforcers, from whose crude “excesses” 
they seek to distance themselves. Sympathy for the underdog becomes part 
of the organization and social hierarchies and symbolic and cultural forms 
of distinction whereby the upper echelons retain aloofnees from their lower-
middle-class enforcers.

Gouldner provided an early and important analysis of currents that have 
emerged and grown in importance, operating outside the self-declared main-
stream, and that have only grown in significance within sociology, but also 
have overspilled the boundaries of sociology, creating new academic depart-
ments and fields often defined by particular identity characteristics (ethnicity, 
gender) separate from the project of the study of society as a whole. In many 
ways, such post-normal forms of social science coexist with hyper-normal 
sociology—cognitive territory is willingly and disdainfully abandoned and 
ceded by sociology’s professional exclusions. A technicized sociology that 
itself has no way of articulating a concept of social whole does not stand in 
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any substantive theoretical contradiction with identity-based particularism 
and often supports it. The politicized fragmentation that Horowitz bemoans 
is paralleled and compounded by the fragmentation wrought by technicized 
specialization. Hence, Arlene Stein writes,

As sociology became more professionalized, and more committed to a positivist 
model that discouraged interdisciplinarity and policed professional boundar-
ies, it became more complex, leading to a proliferation of subfields lacking a 
central “core” or identity. The rapid growth of the discipline during the postwar 
era meant that it became impossible for any one person or persons to master 
the whole field. A growing proliferation of a wide array of different subspeci-
alities is reflected in the proliferation of sections of the American Sociological 
Association—of which there are forty-three today, encompassing such subfields 
as “Theory,” “Sex and Gender,” and “Alcohol and Drugs.” When new fields and 
subfields develop, they quickly breed their own technical languages. The con-
sequence of this is that many people experience their professional identities in 
relation to their participation in subfields rather than in the discipline as a whole. 
Sociology, once seen as offering a “general understanding of society,” has come 
to focus instead on a series of smaller, relatively disconnected problems.174

The coexistence of technocracy and identity politics is in fact characteristic 
of contemporary American liberal politics as represented by the Democratic 
Party.175 It remains the case that, as Gouldner said, “liberalism is also an 
operating code that links academic life to the political machinery of the 
Democratic Party.”176

Sociology reflects and contributes to the transformation of American liber-
alism into an ideology without a sense of the social whole (post-ideological 
ideology) in contrast with mid-twentieth century social liberalism. The soci-
ology that speaks in a partisan way for the underdog today speaks in fact 
for the official multiculturalism of post-social liberalism. In this post-social 
liberalism, the project of constructing homogeneous mass consumer citizen-
ship within the nation-state is replaced by the positing of homogeneous com-
munities below and between nation-states.

In Multiculturalism and Its Discontents, Kenan Malik makes the important 
observation that multiculturalism assumes homogeneity within bounded cul-
tural groups. This assumption of shared values within a cultural group then 
legitimizes the claims of leaders who represent homogeneous cultural values, 
often highly conservative and religious as in the case of Muslim communities 
in the United Kingdom. In its administrative division of society into suppos-
edly homogeneous cultural blocks, the state seeks ways of then addressing 
these rather artificial blocks, and brings forward these “cultural leaders.” 
Malik writes:

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 4:04 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



226 Chapter 4

Multicultural policies, in other words, have not responded to the needs of com-
munities but, to a large degree, have helped create those communities by impos-
ing identities on people and by ignoring internal conflicts arising out of class, 
gender and intra-religious differences.177

The term “community,” in multiculturalism, has romantic gemeinschaftlich 
connotations of a cozier world than modern rational capitalism. There was 
a similar orientalist romanticism in Foucault’s attraction to Iranian Islamic 
fundamentalism.178 Gouldner suggested a romantic orientation in Becker’s 
“underdog” sociology of deviance:

[T]heir pull to the underdog is sometimes part of a titillated attraction to the 
underdog’s exotic difference and easily takes the form of “essays on quaintness” 
. . . [S]uch an identification with the underdog becomes the urban sociologist’s 
equivalent of the anthropologist’s (one-time) romantic appreciation of the noble 
savage.179

Gouldner’s early critique of partisan sociology was prescient in light of 
the close relationship between post-normal sociology and identity politics 
and the close relationship between universities and the pseudo-left. What 
has emerged out of the collapse of the functionalist consensus is the shap-
ing of sociology and the broader “critical” social science fields by, and their 
accommodation to, neoliberalism. The retreat and fragmentation of sociology 
is central to the dynamic of fragmentation that overtook social thought in 
general from the 1970s. The crisis within sociology was an important factor 
in this broader fragmentation precisely because of the integration of what 
Gouldner called the “domain assumptions” of sociology with the underlying 
tenets of mid-twentieth-century social liberalism. The crisis of sociology that 
Gouldner identified in 1970 should be understood as being at the center of 
the crisis of social liberalism and at the root of the intellectual and cultural 
fragmentation that has occurred as a result of the collapse of social liberalism. 
The split between hyper-normal and post-normal sociology expresses the 
contradiction, insoluble within bourgeois culture, between the Enlightenment 
and Romanticism, or between Apollonian and Dionysian values.180

MEDIATION THROUGH FRAGMENTATION

Liu writes,

The PMC is deeply hostile to simple redistributive policies . . . [I]t is against 
the idea of building solidarity among the oppressed. It prefers obscurantism, 
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balkanization, and management of interest groups to a transformative reimagi-
nation of the social order.181

Post-social liberalism has abandoned the universalistic grand narrative of 
social liberalism and the failed project of a universalistic nationalism. Instead, 
it engages in small-scale, clientelist, paternalistic, means-tested, “targeted 
assistance.”182 The PMC is highly invested in the image of meritocracy, 
since this is the basis for its own legitimacy. Meritocracy is a legitimation of 
inequality. In a time of deeply entrenched economic inequality with low social 
mobility, the ideology of meritocracy is weak and contradictory. Affirmative 
action and other forms of targeted assistance involved in the “diversity, 
equity and inclusion” paradigm are attempts to touch up the veneer of meri-
tocracy over a system of deeply entrenched inequality. Affirmative action 
and “diversity” are the pretense that equality and opportunity can be created 
within capitalism by a few tweaks to institutional systems. The result is not 
to undo inequality but to camouflage it in so-called visible diversity. These 
measures are most fundamentally ways of protecting the legitimacy of the 
PMC within, and thereby maintaining, the capitalist structure of inequality. 
Whereas real social equality requires socialism, the PMC opposes and seeks 
to undermine any politics that would mobilize the working class and threaten 
its position as the clerks of capital.183 It is because of the importance of diver-
sity for repairing the tattered image of meritocracy and protecting the weak 
legitimacy of the PMC that universities, as core PMC organizations, require 
strict ideological discipline among faculty and staff in the maintenance of 
this facade.184

The PMC substitutes therefore recognition, qua therapy, for redistribu-
tion.185 Its therapeutic discourse corresponds to, and masks, the political 
economy of what Arlie Hochschild calls the “commercialization of feeling.” 
Post-normal sociology is positioned in a legitimizing relationship with the 
corporate and public bureaucracies of human feeling (post-Weberian, post-
positivist bureaucracy).186 The therapeutic orientation of post-normal sociol-
ogy meshes with that of the growing ascendancy of managerial positions in 
the university. Wolfe writes, “The old class may have managed things; the 
new class managed people.”187 Post-positivist sociology, especially when 
combined with an identitarian ethos, resonates with the therapeutic new 
methods of management. A typical example of the university’s bureau-
cratic therapy, and its intersection with the American power elite’s ideology 
of “woke” liberal imperialism, is the public statement by the Chancellor 
Pradeep Khosla of the University of California, San Diego—an engineer 
whose curriculum vitae includes membership of the Pentagon’s Defense 
Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA) Senior Advisory Group for 
Joint Unmanned Combat Air Systems, that is, drones—during the “Black 
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Lives Matter” protests of the summer of 2020 against police violence. Khosla 
made the public statement that

we deeply regret the trauma this turmoil inflicts upon you, the collective trauma 
experienced by our Black community, and the trauma endured by genera-
tions past . . . To our faculty: We acknowledge your pain and know that it is 
intensified.188

The unctuous compassion of academics, foundations, and corporations 
is made possible by the bureaucratic mediation of command.189 Liu writes, 
“Despite its veneer of detached sophistication, the PMC embraces melodrama 
and sentimentality when dealing with inequality, imagining powerless people 
as innocent victims who it alone is uniquely able to ‘help.’ ”190 The PMC’s 
mediation work links with, and culturally underwrites, JP Morgan Chase CEO 
Jamie Dimon “taking a knee” in front of his bank vault to signify sympathy 
with “black lives.”191 Stanley Aronowitz has observed, “Compassion may 
itself be a substitute for justice . . . . [C]ompassion . . . signifies inequality.”192 
Post-normal sociology supports the paternalism of postmodern bureaucracy, 
that is, bureaucracy informed by what Frank Furedi calls the “prevailing 
therapeutic ethos.”193 In other words, post-normal sociology is sociology for 
cooling out the marks.194

Bauman argues that the transformation of the intellectual role from leg-
islator to interpreter followed from, and accompanied, the breaking of the 
connection between culture and the nation-state. In a 1980 essay, “Research 
Note on the State and Society,” Nicos Poulantzas predicted, alongside the 
growing insulation of the nation-state from democratic politics, an increase 
in state secrecy, and an increase in the scope of the state’s authoritarian-
repressive apparatuses (reconfigured through “unofficial state networks”), 
“a massive shift in hegemony towards monopolistic capital.” This meant a 
shift in legitimation or consensus-building processes “away from ideologi-
cal apparatuses such as schools and universities” and toward the media.195 
Poulantzas identified the emergence of phenomena whose fruition is evident 
today, for example, in the intersection of private tech corporations such as 
Amazon and Google with state surveillance and secrecy, the privatization of 
prisons, the integration of mercenary private contractors with the military, 
and the deregulation of media allowing direct corporate political propaganda 
in the form of Fox News. Poutlantzas wrote of “a decisive ‘de-institutional-
ization’ of the ideologico-repressive machinery.” It is also notable that the 
publication of Poulantzas’s essay was in the same year as the Bayh-Dole Act 
which, allowing the patenting and commercialization of federal research, was 
a key moment in the development of the so-called entrepreneurial university 
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directly engaged in capital accumulation and increasingly internally struc-
tured along business lines.

Whereas Poulantzas saw a shift in the function of legitimation from state 
ideological apparatuses to corporate commercial media, Bauman argues that 
legitimation itself has become surplus to requirements. Bauman suggests that 
consumer capitalism involves a far-reaching destruction of people’s ability to 
reproduce their own lives or engage with each other, rendering them entirely 
dependent on the consumption of commodities for every aspect of their lives. 
In this context, seduction through the consumer spectacle operates to entice 
people into transferring more of their needs to commodities. Hence consum-
erism creates a need for itself. It does not require legitimation. Consumerism 
sells itself. It does not need intellectuals, only advertisers. A problem arises 
with those who cannot consume through the allowed channels. For them, 
there is the apparatus of repression, violence by the state’s bodies of armed 
men, backed up by an immense surveillance and incarceration apparatus.

Hyper-normal sociology reflects the technocratic orientation of American 
social liberalism, no longer with a connection to social reform. Post-normal 
sociology derives an anti-technocratic neo-romantic ethos from the 1960s 
counterculture and associated middle-class radical movements.196 It draws 
upon this to fashion a post-reform liberalism focusing on questions of culture 
and identity rather than economic distribution. Foucault provided intellec-
tual resources to justify the PMC’s growing hostility to the solidarism and 
universalism embodied in the welfare state.197 Both hyper-normal sociology 
(today’s “mainstream” of the discipline) and post-normal sociology (with 
its post-positivist epistemology and identitarian foci) are expressions of the 
impotence of sociology in the wake of the demise of the gardening project 
of the nation-state. While hyper-normal sociology presents itself with the 
authority of a legislator, it has nobody to legislate for. It has no power over 
the variables it correlates. It is technocratic consciousness without technoc-
racy. Its epistemic power is increasingly eclipsed by the big data and artificial 
intelligence capacities of private corporations involved in what Shoshana 
Zuboff calls “surveillance capitalism.”198 This is a post-sociological form of 
knowledge in the sense that it aims not to order society but to strategically 
extract value from disorganized complexity. Zuboff writes:

In another decisive break with capitalism’s past, surveillance capitalists abandon 
the organic reciprocities with people that have long been a mark of capitalism’s 
endurance and adaptability. Symbolized in the twentieth century by Ford’s 
five-dollar day, these reciprocities hearken back to Adam Smith’s original 
insights into the productive social relations of capitalism, in which firms rely on 
people as employees and customers . . . The shareholder–value movement and 
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globalization went a long way toward destroying this centuries-old social con-
tract between capitalism and its communities, substituting formal indifference 
for reciprocity. Surveillance capitalism goes further. It not only jettisons Smith, 
but it also formally rescinds any remaining reciprocities with its societies.199

The attraction of computational power as a way to escape the impotence of 
hyper-normal sociology is likely to lead positivistically inclined sociolo-
gists into allegiance with surveillance capitalism at the intersection between 
corporate power, the university, and the repressive and war-making powers 
of the state. Instead of sociology linked to integration and order within the 
nation-state, it would then be aligned with the DARPA-funded scientists, 
engineers, and “new mandarins” of the sociocidal divide and ruin strategies 
of the “war on terror.”200 Big data is the vehicle through which sociological 
positivism will pass from serving the atrophied left hand of the state to the 
hypertrophied right hand.

Post-normal sociology, or what Bauman equivalently calls “postmodern 
sociology,” instantiates and embraces the role of intellectual as “interpreter.” 
Bauman writes:

As interpreters, sociologists are no longer concerned with ascertaining the 
“truth” of the experience they interpret—and thus the principle of “ethno-
methodological indifference” may well turn from the shocking heresy it once 
was into a new orthodoxy. The only concern which distinguishes sociologists-
turned-interpreters as professionals is the correctness of interpretation; it is here 
that their professional credentials as experts (i.e., holders of skills inaccessible 
to the lay and untrained public) are re-established.201

However, this is a weak basis for professional authority since, if the funda-
mental assumption is that “the world is irreducibly pluralist” then a plurality 
of interpretations is also possible; that of the professional sociologist is just 
one among many.202 So Bauman’s observation aligns with Gouldner’s sense 
of ethnomethodology as the herald of post-crisis sociology.203 But post-
normal sociology uses “scholar-activism” to establish by moral crusade the 
correctness of interpretation that cannot be maintained value-neutrally.204

Gouldner observed that the PMC-legitimizing concept of professional 
morality promoted by Parsons also worked to legitimize the business class by 
assimilating business to the professions. The concept suggested the rational-
ity and reformability of capitalism. Gouldner argued that “Parsons provides 
a new legitimation for the old business class by intimating their impending 
moral revival.”205 Post-normal sociology does a similar service by suggest-
ing that all voices can be heard and all can gain recognition, within the 
marketplace.206
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The fracturing of the worldview of the bourgeois humanities and social 
sciences reflected the decline of the bourgeoisie’s willingness to tolerate the 
compromises into which they had been forced by the organized power of the 
working class. Wolfe wrote in 1977:

Contrary to assertions that businessmen supported the welfare state in order to 
buy off discontent, most corporate executives accepted government spending 
for social welfare only with extreme reluctance. Now that capitalist economies 
are in the midst of stagflation, these antidemocratic attitudes, always latent, are 
shooting to the surface.207

In the context of increased global competition and diminished profit mar-
gins, the ruling class sought to increase exploitation and drive down wages. 
As the wave of reform that followed the Watts riots of 1965 and other urban 
rioting receded, a different, more targeted, mediation strategy was devel-
oped under the Nixon administration. The Nixon administration promoted 
“black capitalism” as a way to develop a black upper middle class to act as 
buffer between the majority of impoverished blacks and the establishment. 
Affirmative action policies do not oppose neoliberalism but rather are histori-
cally connected to the rise of neoliberalism and the decline of universalistic 
social democratic welfare measures. John Skretny has traced how the impetus 
for affirmative action policies came not from below but from members of the 
power elite. For example, he writes: “By 1967 and 1968, business elites were 
increasingly advocating racial hiring, usually articulated in the available dis-
course of crisis management,” in response to the urban riots of that decade.208

The civil rights movement and the urban struggles of the 1960s came 
together with other sources of contradiction, destabilizing the Keynesian-
Fordist compact of the first two postwar decades. The racial exclusions of 
the postwar national Keynesian solution to crisis were exploded by mass 
revolt of the civil rights movement and black liberation movements, the 
urban struggles and revolt of the black working class in the 1960s, which 
themselves took place in an international context of working-class upsurge 
and anti-imperialist struggles around the world. In the universities, the crisis 
of the national compact was reflected in the coming apart of the nationalist 
cultural and social syntheses that were reflected in the worldview and outlook 
of the humanities and the social sciences, including especially sociology. The 
crisis was at the same time brought to bear on campus in the form of the New 
Left student movements, as Gouldner emphasized. Of particular importance 
here was the student movement for the remaking of the curriculum toward 
what was at the time widely called “relevance.” But there was also consider-
able elite support for the creation of departments of Black Studies and Ethnic 
Studies, in particular from the Ford Foundation, even while these elites, as 
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Fabio Rojas writes, “actively tried to moderate black studies’ more radical 
tendencies.”209

As the attempt to manage class contradictions within the framework of 
the Keynesian state came undone in the mid- to late 1960s and the postwar 
boom came to an end with the economic crises of the 1970s, hope faded in the 
social-liberal dream of creating a stable, integrated, technocratically managed 
advanced industrial or “post-industrial” society under the guiding hand of the 
state. The crisis of both the humanities and the social sciences, in their declin-
ing state support, status and position in the hierarchy, and increasing margin-
ality in relation to the expressed goals of the contemporary university, has to 
do with the crisis of the nation-state under conditions of globalization. The 
therapeutic ethos of post-normal sociology reflects the post-social liberalism 
of the professional-managerial stratum which has abandoned its earlier more 
universalistic conceptions, as part of the process of abandoning any vestiges 
of social democracy and attachment to the politics of the working class.210

The humanities, especially the study of literature, as Readings among oth-
ers has argued, were understood as giving expression to, preserving, continu-
ing, and socializing the young into a national culture.211 It was in this way 
that they articulated with the power interest of the nation-state in organizing 
a national culture within its territory, and in defining legitimate, semiof-
ficial, culture. The attachment of humanistic values to science was central 
to the construction of a secular culture, a project that united the sciences 
and humanities with the nation-state. A humanistic discourse of the sciences 
was part of the language in which natural and social scientists formulated 
their conflict with religious culture and institutions, and their demand for 
autonomy. It also marked continuity with religion to the extent that human-
ism was a secularization of Judeo-Christian theology. Humanism provided 
a formulation of a moral mission of the university, and thereby proclaimed 
the unity between knowledge and morality, a unity which had previously 
been formulated in religious terms, for example, through natural theology. 
The decline of the humanities was bound up with the decline of what Robert 
Westman calls “scientific humanism.”212 The construction of a humanistic 
secular culture ideologically connected the university with the nation-state.213

The shift of the 1970s toward the conceptualization of the university as an 
economic engine, or the rise of what Ziman calls “post-academic science” 
obviated the value of autonomy. Instead, the value-framework shifted to 
“university-industry links” based on technology transfer. This transforma-
tion toward a neoliberal conception and basis for legitimacy of the university 
severed the connection between natural science and humanism, and rendered 
humanism, if anything, a counter-discourse against the commercialization of 
knowledge. Postmodernism, as Lyotard specifically and explicitly argued, 
was a response to these transformations.214 His rejection of grand narratives 
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arose from an analysis of the commodification of knowledge in the univer-
sity. This rendered the grand narrative defunct. Lyotard’s main target of 
criticism was Marxism, but the elimination of grand narratives was also the 
decline of the unifying narrative of nation-state identity that had underpinned 
the humanities.

The de-moralization of science under neoliberalism, and its entirely instru-
mental conceptualization as an economic engine, developed as the humanities 
were marginalized and the university redefined its mission in terms of entrepre-
neurial technoscience.215 The decline of the humanities represents the decline 
of a centripetal force holding the university together as an institution around a 
central set of values or goals. Instead, the university is subject to the centrifugal 
force of capital, which pulls out beyond it, in university-industry links and the 
evaluation of research by its economic “impact.” The decline of the humanities 
is central to the transformation of the university into a mode that Ziman terms 
“post-academic.” It is a decline that is nevertheless taking place as the univer-
sity becomes ever more central to modern societies and ever more interlinked 
with other institutions and processes and ever more involved in shaping the 
broader culture and society.216 The globalized entrepreneurial university has no 
interest in the project of defining a specifically national culture.

The decline of the humanities, and of humanism within the university, 
also represents and carries with it the decline of liberal secular nationalism, 
a nationalism that sought to justify itself in universal terms. This was the 
contradictory unity between nationalism and humanism, that while human-
ism pointed toward values that were universal to humanity as a species, and 
therefore contained within it a critique of nationalism, nationalism also drew 
on and sought to cloak itself in the language of human values. Post-normal 
sociology and identity politics are combined expressions of a new form of 
the mediating role of the professional-managerial class. They involve the 
reorganization of the ideological structures of the humanities and social 
sciences, and also of the university as an institution. In contrast with the 
solidarity project of social democracy, this pursues, as Kagarlitsky says, 
an “anti-solidary logic.” He argues that this is the logic of multiculturalism 
and identity politics and the institutional apparatuses such as affirmative 
action and “diversity” that this new form of liberal mediation has produced. 
Kagarlitsky writes:

The principal narrative of the “rights of minorities” . . . opens up the possibility 
of evading common civic obligations. In other words, these are not rights, but 
privileges. As a result, civil society, in which the totality of groups and organisa-
tions should ideally make up a unified expanse of participation and discussion, 
is gradually destroyed.217
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The emergence of identity politics was bound up with the processes produc-
ing the giving way of welfare state reformism to an exclusionary politics 
of law and order. These were features of the collapse of Keynesianism and 
welfarist social reformism and the intellectual crisis of what Rodgers calls 
the “age of fracture” and the rise of its political corollary, which Kagarlitsky 
calls the “logic of fragmentation.” There is a way in which post-normal 
sociology is normalizing: it naturalizes and celebrates as the play of differ-
ence the “fragmentation of society . . . [that] was born of the social logic of 
neoliberalism.”218

David L. Eng, Judith Halberstam, and José Esteban Muñoz open their 2005 
essay, “What’s Queer About Queer Studies Now,” by saying:

Around 1990 queer emerged into public consciousness. It was a term that chal-
lenged the normalizing mechanisms of state power to name its sexual subjects: 
male or female, married or single, heterosexual or homosexual, natural or 
perverse. Given its commitment to interrogating the social processes that not 
only produced and recognized but also normalized and sustained identity, the 
political promise of the term resided specifically in its broad critique of multiple 
social antagonisms, including race, gender, class, nationality, and religion, in 
addition to sexuality.219

The context of the end of the Cold War and the destabilizing of national iden-
tity by globalization lies in the background of this rejection of the gardening 
role of the state by the cultural studies avant-garde, urging the destabilization 
of all social identities and the proliferation of difference. In opposition to the 
gardening state, Halberstam puts forward a “strategy of wildness.”220

The antinomian romanticism (and what Liu calls “transgressive antiprofes-
sionalism”) adopted by the avant-garde of the PMC has assisted in legitimiz-
ing this upper middle-class stratum’s retreat from the decayed universalism of 
the welfare state.221 The romantic individualistic desire for liberation through 
transgression expressed in post-normal sociology complements the hyper-
normalized social science of multivariate analysis, rational choice theory and 
big data, forming a contradictory unity. Post-normal sociology appeals to the 
idealism of unfettered subjectivity that is the accompaniment of the bour-
geoisie’s mechanical materialism, positivism, objectivism, technocratism, 
foreign policy “realism” and Mammonism. Post-normal and mainstream 
sociology are expressions of the competing urges of bourgeois culture, a cul-
tural dualism which is related to the ways in which the bourgeoisie has split 
up the world into soft and hard, feminine and masculine, private and public, 
intimate and detached, value and fact, emotion and reason, freedom and 
necessity, subjective and objective. The conflict between subject and object 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 4:04 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



235The Sociological Moment

in capitalism is the conflictual unity between the humanities and sciences in 
the university. The contradictory unity is between Weber’s Asconsa and his 
iron cage.222

Hyper-subjective romanticism accompanies hyper-objectifying science. 
Post-normal and hyper-normal sociology reflect the antagonistic dualisms of 
bourgeois society. At the same time, both are expressions of the PMC’s turn 
away from the gardening project of nation-state toward reconstituting their 
mediating role as being through the overseeing of fragmentation. They com-
bine with the surveillance capitalists in managing the chaos of the unstable, 
fractured, and temporary forms of social life that have followed from the 
decline of social ordering by the nation-state.

The most important service that post-normal sociology provides to the 
bourgeoisie is in being anti-Marxist, in its burying of class in a haystack of 
identity categories. Its latent function is the promotion of crosscutting antago-
nisms in order to undermine class solidarity and class consciousness, prevent 
the development of the political independence of the working class and block 
the subjective development of the working class’s global unity by losing it 
in the labyrinth of unfettered subjectivity.223 Yet, this unity continues to be 
made as a material fact. It is the global productive force that is the working 
class that carries the new post-national global society, or species being. The 
birth pangs began in 1917.
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