
Introduction

L ITERATURE teaches us how to read the past. That is the large claim of

I

this book. The claim is set out within a correspondingly large narrative:
literary, social scientific, and theological voices are brought together to tell
their versions of a culture’s story. A specific group of literary works has
shaped this narrative: a literature with distinctive methods, patterns, and
ideas, marked by a preference for social types; by recurrent references to
the story of Abraham and Isaac, and to other biblical moments of sparing
or purification; and by the concepts of equivalence and exchange. The
literature is fiction from the period of American realism and naturalism;
the culture is America from the late nineteenth through the early twentieth
century, a culture defined increasingly by the emerging disciplines of social
science. This is a book about reading, or, rather, an infinite regression
or progression of reading. For the process I am describing is not only
reciprocal but in a sense unbounded. To understand the past is to learn to
read it as literature teaches us to. It is also to understand literary authors as
readers of texts and to reach beyond these direct engagements to the texts
they imply.

I take seriously William Benjamin Smith’s The Color Line and Frederick
L. Hoffman’s Race Traits and Tendencies of the American Negro because Du
Bois did, despite their flagrant racism. D. F. Strauss’s Life of Jesus and
Arthur Schopenhauer’s Will and Idea also figure prominently in this analy-
sis because of their interest to Melville. In this respect, my book looks like
a traditional source study, which it is, in part. As in source studies, inter-
pretation here has at times the feel of detective work. Many of the books
that turn out to have mattered to writers like Melville or Du Bois, to
sociologists like Edward Ross, Herbert Spencer, or Emile Durkheim—
Winwood Reade’s The Martyrdom of Man (1872), William Robertson
Smith’s Lectures on the Religion of the Semites (1888–91), Nathaniel Shaler’s
The Neighbor (1904)—are unfamiliar to literary historians, and only slightly
more familiar to historians of the disciplines. So there are discoveries here,
of unexpected affinities and connections among a variety of writers and
books. I am convinced, for instance, that Melville knew The Martyrdom of
Man, a best-seller in his day. I suspect that Gertrude Stein came across,
somewhere, Mauss and Hubert’s Sacrifice: Its Nature and Functions (1898).
Even critical commonplaces—Melville’s late preoccupation with Schopen-
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hauer—have afforded some surprises. From the perspective of the issues
central to this study, Will and Idea provides a new source for the cabin
scene in Billy Budd, Sailor.

In other respects, however, this book could not be less like a source
study. While the object of analysis is sometimes an old and forgotten book,
it can also be a postmodern play. This study asks you to imagine a contin-
uum from late-nineteenth-century books of theology and social science
that are almost never read today, to books of literature that are still read
(mainly in classrooms), to recent popular films, and it asks you to accept
this continuum as the key to the meaning of our culture. We understand
our cultural present, I argue, only if we understand it, through narrative, as
vitally connected to a not-so-distant past. We have inherited this late-nine-
teenth–early-twentieth-century culture and its dilemmas; we have to learn
from its mistakes, because we are its mistakes. “Race matters” of the kind
described by Cornell West; the idea of poverty with its standard type, the
welfare mother; efforts to distinguish the relative deprivations of race and
class in a “classless” society; the ongoing fascination with social Darwin-
ism—all became issues in the century previous to our own. These dilem-
mas were fixtures of what I will be defining as a “social scientific culture.”
My point is twofold: America became a social scientific culture in the late
nineteenth century, and our own culture is another, differently compli-
cated version of it.

This study began with a modest insight: the techniques and philosophies
of American literary realism and naturalism were comparable to those of
an altogether different social practice that happened to share the same time
frame, the developing disciplines of social science. This was not a new idea.
It could be found in the first responses to this literature and in any influen-
tial interpretation of it, from Parrington to New Historicist treatments.
These later interpretations, and those that have succeeded them in the
1990s, identify the recognition of “disciplinarity”—an exploration of the
relationship between realism and naturalism and other prominent social
discourses of the era—as one of the pressing tasks for my generation of
critics. The challenge is to grasp the un-literary dimensions of literature
while preserving a sophisticated appraisal of its literary qualities, to dis-
cover the aesthetic or narrative dimensions of the nonliterary, without los-
ing sight of its objective status as, say, a legal brief or an ethnographic
report. This could mean reading the formal properties of texts as expres-
sions of legal or economic developments, or noting that lawyers and an-
thropologists tell stories too. The main problem with my first ventures in
interdisciplinary interpretation was that they seemed to leave the major
issues untouched. I could demonstrate that Melville’s preoccupation with
the secularization of biblical types led him to anticipate the typological
methods of the early social sciences, or that Henry James’s realist passion

4



I NT RODUC TI ON

for detailing the characteristics of different social types resembled the psy-
chological discriminations made by his brother. But the question was al-
ways, And then what? To begin with the premise of “interdisciplinarity,”
it seemed, was to consign oneself to going nowhere.

My dissatisfaction with these limits led me to probe further into the
connection between American literature and social science. The result was
the discovery of a third element, religion. From a common preoccupation
during this period with social types and social control or vigilance, I came
to recognize a common preoccupation with religion and sacrifice. The
perception of this deeper link came after years of work on the project. I had
returned to poring over the literary and social scientific texts that had al-
ways seemed to hold the most obvious prospects for interdisciplinary in-
quiry: Melville’s Billy Budd, Sailor; James’s The Awkward Age; Du Bois’s
The Souls of Black Folk; Simmel’s essays, On Individuality and Social Forms;
Weber’s Protestant Ethic; Ross’s Social Control. As I contemplated the liter-
ary texts, I realized that in each work a sacrifice was the main event—Billy
Budd was hung as “a Lamb of God”; Nanda Brookenham was a Levitican
Goat, exiled at the novel’s end; Burghardt Du Bois was relinquished in the
manner of Abraham’s Isaac. Other American literature, from Huckleberry
Finn (1884) to The Marrow of Tradition (1901), also featured sacrificial
scenes and ideas. And there were examples in American literary works from
earlier and later periods: The Scarlet Letter, The Armies of the Night, The
Bluest Eye. There will be occasion to consider some of these other cases in
the pages that follow. I want to make it clear, however, that this is not a
thematic study. My subject is a specific cultural-historical period and a
specific aesthetic and social scientific tradition. I recognized the signifi-
cance of sacrifice in these literary works and then, almost simultaneously,
in Simmel’s definition of value, Weber’s notion of a Protestant ethic, and
Ross’s conception of social control. I soon learned that a contemporary
literature devoted to sacrifice (and known by most of the social scientists
and literary authors of concern to my study) had been written in this pe-
riod. I think of Robertson Smith’s Lectures on the Religion of the Semites,
Mauss and Hubert’s Sacrifice, and James Frazer’s The Golden Bough, to
name just a few. The discovery of sacrifice not only expanded the canon of
this inquiry but proved to be of profound interest to writers who were
already integral to it—for example, Herbert Spencer, Edward Wester-
marck, or Suzan-Lori Parks.

As I complete this book, I have become aware of other studies on close
or related topics: Debora Kuller Shuger’s The Renaissance Bible: Scholarship,
Sacrifice, and Subjectivity (1994); Orlando Patterson’s “The Feast of Blood”
(1998); even Daniel Goldhagen’s Hitler’s Willing Executioners (1996),
which rarely mentions the word, but implies with every vivid documentary
detail that the Holocaust was “the sacrifice” of the Jews. I have begun to
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wonder if we are not entering upon our own intellectual season of sacrifice.
If we were to conceptualize our current interest in sacrifice from the per-
spective of Robertson Smith, we might see it as expressing the struggle of
intellectuals to define a clear sense of purpose, to grasp the link between
academic work and a more general welfare. The morally charged criticism
of René Girard, the pioneering reinterpreter of sacrifice, is understandable
in these terms. Written in the era of poststructuralism, in the aftermath of
the sixties, Girard’s Violence and the Sacred (1972) exemplifies the relation-
ship between a theoretical attraction to sacrifice and anxieties about the
marginal status of academic life. Girard was partly drawn to sacrificial vio-
lence from disenchantment with what he saw as a poststructuralist aban-
donment of intellectual authority.1 There is a lesson here for the return to
sacrifice among intellectuals of an earlier era, a story I begin to tell in the
chapters that follow.

• • •

ONE of the main assumptions of this study is that sacrificial thinking in the
late nineteenth century is social scientific thinking.2 When realist writers
and sociologists undertook to conceptualize the basis of collective life, they
discovered sacrifice. Some, like Melville, Tylor, and Robertson Smith,
sought their answers in the “precivilized” past, plowing through biblical
and classical texts to recover the injunctions of “the ancient Semites.” Oth-
ers, like Durkheim, Du Bois, and James, intuited the meaning of sociality
from the dynamics of modern life. In Du Bois’s case, the situation is even
more complex. As a trained sociologist, he was in the unique position of
understanding the sacrificial basis of social scientific rationalism, while
protesting the routine victimization of his people in the ongoing sacrificial
practice of lynching. The concept of sacrifice supplied the logic that al-
lowed these analysts to embrace scientific rationality while retaining their
allegiance to religious ideals. This logic was compatible with what Alvin
Gouldner termed “the piety of functionalism,” which dominated social sci-
ence at the point of its emergence and institutionalization as an explicitly
modern form of expert knowledge. From the perspective of functionalism,
value was defined in terms of loss; global resources were believed to
be limited or scarce; and society was characterized as a closed system of
alternating checks and balances.3

So deeply embedded is the concept of sacrifice in modern ways of think-
ing that it can be barely perceptible. It inheres, for example, in super-
stitious anxieties aroused by good times, as in the saying, “You pay for
everything.” It is also evident in perceptions of society’s mysterious inter-
connectedness, which is captured by another commonplace: “Step on a
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crack, break your mother’s back.” Such phrases confirm the sense of cru-
elty and danger lurking in the most homely clichés. In significant ways we
remain a culture of oblation. It would not be inaccurate to classify certain
postmodern events as forms of sacrificial violence. Consider the “do or
die” culture of inner-city youth gangs (about which I will have more to say
in chapter 1), and the activities of right-wing White supremacist groups,
including those responsible for the 1995 bombing in Oklahoma City, con-
ceived as a wrathful act of vengeance. There is also the 1995 ritual slaying
of a woman in Framingham, Massachusetts, by her husband, a John Han-
cock Insurance executive, who beat her to death, and then methodically
carved out her heart and lungs and impaled them on a stake in an altarlike
formation.4 To recognize how the category of sacrifice was transformed by
a series of turn-of-the-century novelists and social scientists is not only to
recognize habits and beliefs still vital in our own time but to understand
the necessity of overcoming them.

A critical aspect of sacrificial thinking at the point of its reformulation as
a type of modern rationality was its articulation in terms of kinship. Sacrifi-
cial categories tended to oppose (as they had from their inception in an-
cient times) the interests of “strangers”—immigrants and other sorts of
transforming or transformative groups, understood as productive of social
instability—to the welfare of “neighbors.” These strangers might include
groups as formerly familiar as the American working class, whose member-
ship grew increasingly aware in this period of possessing a common iden-
tity and concerns that required political organization and redress, and
women, whose reform activity was directed toward liberalized divorce
laws, abortion, and voting rights. The category “stranger” could also apply
to those as relentlessly “alien” as Blacks, a group whose progress—educa-
tional, economic, and political—in this period was met by expanded Jim
Crow laws and lynchings. It was no accident that sacrificial thinking
seemed to coalesce in particular around these groups, which were often
perceived as vehicles of modern change.

My interest lies primarily in the question of what meaning sacrifice
could have had in a particular context. I concentrate on conceptualizations
of sacrifice during the dramatically unsettled turn of the century, when the
modernization process was at its height and the modern social sciences
were formulating themselves as the preeminent means for mediating it. I
identify an integral point of affinity between modern literary and social
scientific definitions of “society,” ascribing certain views of sociality and
conceptions of the sacred as fundamental to a turn-of-the-century intellec-
tual life (primarily American, but also Continental and European) shared
by literary authors and social scientists.5 I account for the role of social
change and conflict, much of it defined in terms of a vast spectacle of social
heterogeneity, in the formation of a social scientific culture. I submit the
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hypothesis: the self-evident truth that a work of sociology, or anthropol-
ogy, is designed to fulfill the expectations of a given disciplinary system of
explanation. Whereas literature, if not antidisciplinary, might best be un-
derstood as supradisciplinary. Yet here too the sacrificial record is some-
what surprising.

For the sacrificial theatres of this book are not confined to aesthetic
narratives. Consider the Tivah ceremony featured in Robert Hertz’s
Durkheimian social study Death and the Right Hand, a violent mass exercise
that culminates in the death of an alien. Or consider Arthur Stanley’s por-
trayal of Hebrew sacrifice as ritual high drama, with “every gesture . . . a
kind of moving picture” (see chapter 2 below). Either of these examples,
like their literary counterparts, might serve to reveal the deep structure of
sacrificial rites. Still, the literary examples work more consistently as sec-
ond-order reflections. When Du Bois portrays his book as an offering on
behalf of a people much sacrificed—or when he contemplates (in his
stirring elegy for his son) the morbid characterizations of American
Blacks—he is highlighting the practice of sacrificial surrogacy. His drama-
tization translates the rhetoric and the rite into explicitly politicized terms.
These political aspects are especially pronounced in The Souls of Black Folk,
because sacrificial designs are so variously present here. The same holds
for Billy Budd, Sailor and The Awkward Age. My arguments about sacrifice
will be elaborated through readings of these books in the context of other
contemporary works. These texts will be understood as rich historical in-
scriptions of a rich historical world.

The task of reading historically brings me to questions of methodology,
and it seems best to begin by clarifying how I understand the categories of
social science, social theory, and sociology. I define social science as a gen-
eral group of disciplines that developed over the course of two centuries
(the eighteenth and nineteenth) and reached their critical emergent point
at the turn of the twentieth century, when they were institutionalized in
the United States as academic disciplines (among them, sociology, political
science, economics, psychology, and anthropology) and codified in the
works of major social scientific theorists particular to each field. I define
social theory as thought about the nature of social processes. Social theory
is concerned with identifying general concepts that can be widely applied
to concrete situations. This is different from a philosophy of method
whose principle concern is to distinguish the discipline in question from
other emergent contemporary disciplines (e.g., Durkheim’s The Rules of
Sociological Method, which aims, in part, to define “sociological facts”
against “facts” as conceived by neighboring fields). In this formative pe-
riod, however, there could be considerable overlap between theory and
philosophy of method. We will also have occasion to discuss works that are
qualitatively inferior to classic social theory. This is because modern social
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theory was not always written by major figures but sometimes by very
minor ones, including those without any disciplinary credentials. There
was then, as now, much popularizing of social scientific ideas, especially
sociological ones, because of widespread interest in their potential for solv-
ing modern problems.

The guiding social scientific focus of this study is the field of sociology,
which can be delimited by a few main characteristics. The first generation
of sociologists saw human nature as fundamentally social and thus tended
to focus on group behavior and forms of collective interaction. Their poli-
tics were defined by the necessity of reconceptualizing liberalism in the
face of strong challenges from late-nineteenth-century socialist and con-
servative movements, and also by their growing recognition of cultural
relativity. For the most part, sociologists were convinced that instrumental
rationality held the potential for mediating change. They had an interest,
therefore, in redirecting their methods from scientific metaphors (whether
organic or mechanic) that underplayed human capacities for control to
those affording some conception of human agency, especially through col-
lective association. Finally, sociologists distinguished their discipline from
other social sciences by its synthetic qualities. Sociology could draw upon
and unify the diverse collection of social sciences undergoing institutional-
ization at this time.15 It will become apparent over the course of my analysis
that these synthetic aims were highly successful. Sociology became a varied
and complex discipline, capable of incorporating a great diversity of social
and political interests.

Perhaps the most critical feature of the dialogue between literature and
social science is the role of what I call the “border text.” The border text
represents a crucial aspect of interdisciplinary discussions from the late
nineteenth century through our own time. I see it as a work that at once
defines and bridges divisions among professional disciplines (e.g., sociol-
ogy, anthropology, psychology), and, in turn, between these disciplines
and more popular audiences. Marked by their accessible language and
broad appeal, these texts cut across emerging specializations, in ways that
accentuate the process of specialization itself. Consider a recent example of
a border text: the latest social scientific sensation, The Bell Curve, an 845-
page best-seller that “links low IQ to race and poverty.” Two aspects of the
book are especially revealing from the perspective of my own study. First,
one of the book’s authors, Charles Murray, is not, strictly speaking, trained
professionally in the specialized areas the book takes up: psychology, biol-
ogy, statistics. Second, the book ranges over numerous specializations in its
effort to make a complex and controversial social issue accessible to a wide
audience. Like Charles Murray himself, who is not identified with any
particular profession but appears as a type of maverick amateur and policy
whiz, the book is positioned clearly outside disciplinary boundaries. It ap-
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