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The righteous shall rejoice when he seeth
the vengeance: he shall wash his feet
in the blood of the wicked.
So that a man shall say, Verily there
is a reward for the righteous.
—Psalms 58: 10, 11.
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Foreword

 

 

 

THE LORD, THROUGH MOSES, commands:"Thou shalt not avenge" (Lev. 19:18). Further, the Apostle Paul quotes Him, "Vengeance is Mine" (Rom. 12:19). Often these passages are interpreted as a repudiation of vengeance as morally wrong. This is incorrect. The Lord clearly reserves vengeance to Himself. The ancient notion of Hell—everlasting punishment—certainly indicates that He means it, that those who unrepentantly violate His commands will be punished with relentless severity. The divine wrath lasts forever—there is no parole from hell.

 

Further, the Apostle Paul does not object to vengeance when carried out on this earth provided it is not done privately but by authority. "The ruler," he writes in the same epistle to the Romans (13:4) is "a revenger [meant to] execute wrath on him that doeth evil."

 

Despite biblical support, vengeance has acquired a bad reputation in modern times. It is, at best, regarded as a barbaric and irrational relic, disruptive of social life, morally unjustifiable, and repudiated by everyone formally in authority, as well as by those who aspire to moral authority, e.g. clergy. Yet, oddly, revenge lives on, as Graeme Newman and Pietro Marongiu make abundantly clear. Why does it? What social and psychological functions does vengeance have? What transformations did it undergo? Can it be morally justified? How, finally, is vengeance related to other social institutions and functions?

 

The authors of this thought provoking and engaging book ask these questions within a rich historical and conceptual analysis. Their answers are tentative and often quite frankly speculative. Given the subject, it could not be otherwise. But both the questions and the answers are never less than stimulating.

 

We owe much gratitude to these diligent scholars who have taken it upon themselves to explore a difficult and unpopular subject and to remind us, that like it or not, disguise it every which way, or admit it candidly, the desire for revenge for any injury, real or fancied, is universal. We will cope with it the better the more we learn about it. Vengeance: the Fight Against Injustice can teach us a great deal about a shared and important human disposition, the understanding of which is indispensable if one wishes to understand history and human nature.

 

ERNEST VAN DEN HAAG
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Introduction

 

I have a compact with the dead. But if I could get this man, my soul would finally be at peace.

 

—Simon Wiesenthal referring to his lifetime search for Mengele, Time Magazine, September 26, 1977.

 

Do you feel that taking the law into one's own hands, often called vigilantism, is justified by circumstances?

Always: 3%,

Sometimes: 68%,

Never: 23%

 

—Newsweek poll, March 11, 1985

 

Thou shalt give life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, burning for burning, wound for wound, stripe for stripe

 

—Exodus 21: 23, 24, 25

 

The Universal Force of Vengeance

 

VENGEANCE HAS THE POWER of an instinct. The "lust for vengeance," the "thirst for revenge," are so powerful that they rival all other human needs. Indeed, as we shall see in this book, people will sacrifice their own lives, undergo tremendous hardship, and devote their entire lives to see that vengeance is done. It is carried out by many different kinds of people, together and alone, and in many different settings throughout the world. The vehement and horrifying nature of the vengeful act is enough to convince us of its instinct-like power.'

 

Erich Fromm, in his book, The Anatomy of Human Destructiveness, defines vengeance as a spontaneous form of aggression; an explosion of destructive impulses that are activated by special circumstances, usually those perceived as threatening survival. Vengeance, Fromm says, is incredibly destructive because of its "innate" intensity, and its spontaneous reaction to perceived, unjustified suffering inflicted on the individual or group. He argues that this form of aggression is different from "normal defensive aggression"1 (that is, aggression that seeks to preserve life) for two reasons:

 

1. The vengeful, aggressive act is performed in cold blood, after the damage has been done, and therefore is not a defense against immediate danger;

 

2. It is of great intensity, often crude, vicious, and insatiable. Unfortunately, this definition does not precisely fit all cases of vengeance.

 

Furthermore, it suggests that vengeance is not a "normal" reaction, but, at the same time, Fromm recognizes that vengeance is a reaction exhibited all over the world, and is indeed, universal.2 It is difficult to see how a universal reaction can also he considered abnormal.3 The Bernhard Goetz case illustrates this paradox.

 

Mr. Goetz had been mugged while travelling on a New York subway, as a result, he obtained a handgun. About two years later, when confronted by four black youths who demanded money from him in a subway car, he shot all four of them. Interpretations of the actual facts vary considerably. Some suggest that he acted in self defense, others that it was a vigilante style shooting:

 

Bernhard Goetz, celebrated "subway vigilante" describes his reactions as those of "rage," "like a cornered rat." "I was out of control," he said on the "20/20" NBC program. When one of four black youths had demanded $5, Goetz shot all four, two of them in the back; the fourth a second time.4

 

Goetz's actions can be interpreted as aggression, both in anticipation of violence, but also as a result of past damage, since Goetz had, two years previously, been mugged. In this case, it would seem to be utterly impossible to distinguish between self-protection and vengeance. Goetz's actions seemed to have been aimed at both preserving his own life and destroying the lives of his aggressors. In one sense, one could say that he prepared himself (bought a gun and carried it with him) for the time when he would be threatened by subway thugs. But it is also apparent that his reaction in the actual situation was that of "spontaneous rage," most likely precipitated by the instinct-like force of vengeance. Goetz subsequently made statements that clearly reflect a vengeful frame of mind, such as the following in relation to the mugger who had injured his kneecap: "[He] should be given the option of obtaining an early release if he lets someone take a baseball bat and take his best shot at cracking his knee."5 Nor does Fromm recognize that vengeance may be cold-blooded, and in this sense very rational.6 An act of vengeance can be a passionate, violent reaction, but it can also be carefully and systematically calculated. The following case clearly shows this "cool-headedness" and can hardly be called "spontaneous" in the sense that it was uncontrolled or impulsive. But there is no doubt that the motive was vengeance, and the fact that it was so controlled suggests that this reaction exists in our culture as a valued way of dealing with a perceived injustice:

 

At the trial of Steven Todd Jenkins, the deputy District Attorney of Minnesota, Thomas Fable, testified that Jenkins was an expert marksman who had long planned the ambush of the bankers who had foreclosed on his father's farm. Jenkins was sentenced to life imprisonment.7

 

The Confusion of Vengeance with Crime

 

In his book, Punishing Criminals, Ernest Van den Haag defines vengeance as an individual or collective reaction aimed at the satisfaction of the desire for retaliation by the injured party.8 Here, its private character is recognized. The initiator of the action is the individual or group that has been wronged, not an external source of authority commissioned to administer justice by inflicting punishment. The vengeful act is begun arbitrarily by whichever party feels offended, and does not seem to be defined by pre-existing rules in proportion to the immediate "offense."

 

In this regard, we must note that the juridical norms that have, throughout history, come to define and redefine crimes, did not occur in the primeval period of vengeance with respect to the shared rules of the group. That is, the primitive origin of juridical norms is private, not collective.9 This is why early definitions of "wrongs" were extremely ambiguous and lacking in consensus—arbitrary and defined according to the sense of injustice felt by the injured party. We see this clearly among those who reap revenge in order to cancel out an offense, yet these same persons are perpetrating the very same behavior (or worse) that they wish to avenge:

 

Robert Lee Moody's father sexually molested his sisters, forced his mother into prostitution, and split open his elder brother's head with a screw driver causing irreparable Brian damage. After becoming a born again Christian, Robert sighted his father down the barrel of a 12-gauge shotgun and literally blew him apart. It was a slaying in cold blood, but public opinion approved: last week state Judge Eric Younger sentenced Robert to two years' missionary service.10

 

Viewed outside the context of a "social order," the ambiguity of these acts of vengeance is unmistakable—it is impossible to distinguish between the crime and the punishment.11 How does one separate the two? It can only be done by an appeal to authority.12 What kind of authority, of course, is another matter. Sometimes the legal authority will pronounce its judgment, but often in the case of vengeful acts, popular opinion is enough to ensure that the law bends to the "people's authority." The following cases are clear examples:

 

Vengeance as community sentiment: As the Newsweek poll at the beginning of this chapter demonstrates, there is strong popular support for vengeance—strong enough to be called a demand for vengeance. The case of the town bully who was murdered is a case in point.

 

Maryville, Mo. July 22 UPI. A six-member coroner's jury ruled yesterday that the killing of an unpopular Skidmore resident outside a bar on July 10, apparently by a vigilante mob, was the work of 'person or persons unknown.' The decision was reached despite the testimony of Tina McElroy, 24 years old, that she could identify the man that shot her husband once in the head.13

 

Legal tolerance of vengeance: A father was so outraged by the kidnapping of his son that he lay in wait, and murdered the kidnapper. There was an outpouring of public support, and the sentence he eventually received expressed this support.

 

A karate instructor accused of kidnapping one of his students died today of a gunshot wound to the head. The student's father, Gary Plauche, ambushed the kidnapper as he was being escorted from Ryan Airport. He was subsequently found guilty of murder, and sentenced to one year's probation, according to the news program, "20/20."14

 

Advocacy of vengeance by community leaders: President Reagan and Mayor Koch were reported to have made approving comments concerning Bernard Goetz's actions. While Mayor Koch did not go as far as the mayor in the case below, he nevertheless recognized the rage that individuals feel when they are victims of violence, having been himself attacked.15

 

Buffalo, July 29. On the morning of July 5, a 10-year-old girl was abducted and raped, and that night her father was arrested and charged with stabbing the man accused in the case. Since then, the father, Willie Williams has become a celebrity, and has received extensive local support. "I've got two daughters, one 13 and one 11, and if a guy raped my daughter, he would have got the same thing from me," said Mayor James Griffin.16

 

Perhaps "crimes," as they are called today, are but approximations of original offenses perceived at various stages throughout history as a result of particular vengeful actions. Without a third party to define such offenses as "crimes," there exists the typical progression or spiraling process by which each offense is countered by another offense more severe until the complete destruction of one of the parties is achieved. It is the establishment of a social order that attempts to break into this cycle of destruction. This order may take on many forms, but in its early stages, it usually consists of a group of elders who are external to the warring factions. A range of techniques of pacification is adopted, such as the ratification of a marriage between members of the factions, perhaps the first act of public justice! Even when pacification seems to work, latent hostility may remain indefinitely, and may suddenly reappear in response to what may seem on the surface to be a very minor provocation.

 

It would seem that the only enduring solution to this destructive process is the development of a shared acceptance of a system of social control, which is always present in a developed society. This is the assumption that underlies Mayor Koch's assertion that, while he understands the rage felt by victims of violence, nevertheless one must not use violence in retaliation except within the constraints of the law. We have seen from the above examples that the law can sometimes treat the avenger leniently. However, if the avenger feels that the legal system is inadequate to bring about the "deserved" punishment of the offender, the motivation to act alone becomes very strong:

 

Tony Cimo thought justice, sure and swift, would execute the killer of his parents. But the killer appealed his death sentence, and after several years still remained alive behind bars, while Cimo sat up nights by the gravesides of his parents thinking of the killer still breathing. Finally, Cimo paid one of the killer's fellow prisoners to kill him, and kill him he did. Cimo, now 36 and father of two, was sentenced to eight years for conspiracy to murder. "I don't think you are a hardened criminal and need to be put away for a long time. But, in order to deter others, I am going to incarcerate you," said the judge.17

 

While the actions of Cimo are hardly those of a hero, his motivations are certainly understandable and applauded by some, other lone avengers are often seen as heroes. The initial media treatment of Bernhard Goetz is an excellent example. However, in this case, and perhaps all those we have described so far, the morality of their acts is the subject of hopeless debate because the act of "punishment" is virtually the same as the act being punished. Nor is the morality of this problem solved by having the legal system carry out the punishment if the motivation remains the same—vengeance. When done by a legitimate "authority," vengeance is given the more sanitary term of "retribution," but this makes it no more moral than the private act. It simply makes it legitimate.

 

In sum, vengeance is a recognized form of social control, and partly because it receives this recognition, controversies continue over whether these acts are "crimes" or "virtues," and whether the actors are heroes or villains. However, it is our view that the question of the morality of vengeance is of secondary importance because we will show that it is actual physical domination that is primarily involved in the act of vengeance. Morality is more commonly invoked as a later rationalization to justify the act. Why morality must be invoked to "excuse" vengeance is examined in the early chapters as we analyze the maturation and growth of vengeance from the "primitive" to the "civilized."

 

Fromm (1983) suggests that the passion for vengeance is deeply rooted "in the need for security present in all groups." What does he mean by the "need for security?" We interpret this to mean that there is a deep cultural need in Western culture (and probably all major cultures of the world) to see that vengeance is carried out. The questions we seek to answer are: Where does this need come from? Why has it become so intense? What forms has it taken throughout the development of our culture? Our way of answering these perplexing questions is to identify the origins of vengeance in civilization, trace its development, and outline its various forms of growth in Western society. We show how it has become "civilized," and how it has become perverted into practices that seek to justify the excessive use of violence against others. We suggest that vengeance is basically motivated by a concern for equality, justice, and reciprocity, but that the story of civilization is one in which reciprocity is constantly pitted against society's concern and need for the antithesis of reciprocity—the demand for obedience, the maintenance of social order.

 

The problem that we face today is the same as that faced by our ancestors, the ancient Greeks: how to strike the balance between reciprocity and obedience, how to prevent either of these processes from getting out of hand.

 




CREATED BY JUTOH - PLEASE REGISTER TO REMOVE THIS LINE

1.The Elementary Sense of Injustice

 

It is . . . extremely probable that myths are distorted vestiges of the wishful fantasies of whole nations, the secular dreams of youthful humanity.

—Sigmund Freudl

 

ALL ACTS OF VENGEANCE arise from an elementary sense of injustice, a primitive feeling that one has been arbitrarily subjected to a tyrannical power against which one is powerless to act. The sense of injustice is essentially a product of the interplay between domination and subordination. Vengeance is a punitive act of coercion motivated by an elementary sense of injustice. We distinguish between two basic models of punishment: the reciprocity model and the obedience model. Vengeance is essentially concerned with reciprocity, but because it originates in the domination and subordination process, it is also inseparable from the quest for obedience. Indeed, because of its coercive nature, vengeance, in its development, is constantly mingled with obedience. This constant interplay between reciprocity and obedience informs us of the many variations of vengeance that have arisen throughout the development of Western society.

 

We can trace the early development of vengeance in Western society by examining its myths. The dawn of our culture is expressed in different myths, some cruel, depending on the traditions from which they spring. While we confine ourselves to myths of the Western world, it is apparent that many mythical themes seem to be universal, existing as they do, across diverse cultures. For example, Kirk, in his work on the nature of Greek myths, observed that the myth of the castration of Uranus, which we will describe shortly, has strict parallels in the Near East.2

 

These myths were first handed down orally and the vast literature now available supports their common origin. Naturally, there has been a tendency to modify the stories, but they have retained their basic structure remarkably well. This is very significant when one considers that the oral transmission of stories would surely have fostered their transformation and distortion. When one examines the similarities of the basic myths in different cultures with different languages, one would have expected considerably more variation. It is reasonable to surmise, therefore, that the myths express a certain universality of the human condition.

 

We may regard the literature on the Greek myths as a systematic codification of Greek culture from the period of Homer and Hesiod during the eighth and seventh centuries B.C. to the pinnacle of Greek tragedy' during the fifth century B.C. It is not our intention to examine here the different interpretations of the myths (such as the functionalist, psychoanalytic, or that of structural anthropology), though their contributions are of considerable interest. Rather, we are concerned, at this point, with showing that the myth, as a traditional narrative, provides us with a rich source of data concerning the cultural justification and historical use of punishment. It expresses the psychological and political elements of our culture, which are the building blocks of a punitive society.

 

Although each generation does perhaps make its own changes and adjustments to the myths, nevertheless, the basic structure of the myths remains constant—because basic human needs are constant. This constancy has encouraged students of culture to hypothesize the existence of phenomena such as the "conscience collective" as defined by Jung, whose work drew heavily on myths and legends.4 But now, it is time for our story. One of the earliest Greek myths tells of the creation of the world.5

 

The Myth of Creation

 

Earth (Ge) was first of all things. She created the mountains, the valleys, and the desolate fuming sea. The Sky (Uranus) married Ge who gave birth to the Titans (six sons and six daughters), to the Cyclopes (monsters with only one eye), and to three giants who had one hundred hands and fifty heads.6

 

Uranus became so hostile towards his young children, that he held them prisoner in a hole in the ground, never letting them see the light of day. He derived a deep sense of inner happiness from this deed.

 

Naturally, his wife suffered deeply, so much so, that she began to plot how she could free her children and punish her unjust husband. To this end, she fashioned a huge scythe with large teeth from the iron that was hidden in her womb. She then asked her children to help her carry out her act of vengeance.

 

The sons were afraid; none had the courage to act decisively because each feared the father's reprisal. Finally, the youngest son—the great Kronos, god of cunning said: "Mother, I made a promise and I will carry it out. I care nothing for my father's odious name. Besides, by his own despicable action, he has already made the choice for me." Ge gave Kronos the scythe and showed him where he could hide until the night, when the sky would come alone to meet the earth, embracing her completely in its arms.

 

The sky came. With his left hand, Kronos seized his father's genitals, and with a fierce single blow, cut them off and threw them into the sea. A few drops of blood fell to the ground, and from them, the three Furies were born—goddesses who were later to punish parricide and other crimes against kinship. And when the mutilated member of Uranus fell into the sea, masses of white foam bubbled up—and the goddess of love, Aphrodite, was born.

 

By this violent act, Kronos seized absolute power, and he has retained this powerful image in mythology ever since. He is Time who, carrying his great scythe, proceeds inexorably. He is the master of life and death.

 

Fresh from his victory over the starry sky, Kronos began to behave in the familiar way of new revolutionaries: he began to get rid of his allies. He exiled his brothers the Cyclopes, the Titans, and the Giants to Tartar (a sinister underground place as far away from earth as it was from the sky). He took as his wife his sister, Rhea, the Titan queen, who gave him three sons and three daughters, one of whom was Zeus, the future king of the gods. According to some, Zeus was the first born to Kronos, but others think he was the youngest, just as his father was the last born of Uranus.

 

If the reign of Uranus was tyrannical, that of Kronos was no better. In fact, Kronos, convinced by a prophecy that one of his sons would one day overthrow him, was even more terrible than his own father. He ate each of his children as soon as it was born. But Kronos was also foiled by his wife. When she gave birth to Zeus, instead of giving Kronos the new born baby, she gave him a big stone that was wrapped in swaddling clothes. Kronos swallowed it without realizing the substitution. Rhea then hid Zeus on the island of Crete, where he would wait to fulfill his destiny.

 

Much time passed until Zeus overcame Kronos through sheer force and cunning. He waited for Kronos to become drunk on honey, then when he fell asleep, Zeus mounted a surprise attack, put his father in chains, and forced him to give back the brothers and sisters whom he had swallowed. Zeus then sent Kronos into exile to the Beatitude Islands, where, though confined to the earth, he still reigned. In mythology, this period is remembered as the "golden age."

 

Zeus also freed the Cyclopes who, in return, gave him the power of thunder and lightning—a clear recognition of his new power. Yet Zeus, uneasy about the will of the gods, wishing to avoid the fluctuating fortunes that they often brought on him, felt impelled to fight the Titans to the end—the same Titans he had liberated. This war lasted for ten years, until finally Mother Earth suggested a winning strategy for Zeus to follow.

 

He hired the three one hundred-handed Giants (Cottus, Briareus and Gyes) who, with a storm of three hundred stones, subdued the Titans, put them in chains, and sent them back to Tartar. Hesiod says that there arose, when the Titans were finally put down, a night "as black as three nights in one." The darkness surrounded the fortress in which the earth had established its roots, creating a metallic wall in the midst of the vast sea. And at the entrance to this fortress stood the three Giants, ever vigilant, to guarantee tranquility to the gods.

 

The Meaning of the Myth

 

This myth expresses a familiar (or more precisely, familial), theme: conflict between the youthful protagonist and the father who fears that he will be overthrown. In his vain attempt to thwart this threat, the father assumes the figure of a tyrant, and does everything in his power to destroy his son/ rival.

 

There are other interesting details to this kind of story. There is usually the prophecy that the tyrant will finally be overthrown by a hero who had been abandoned at birth, either given up to the elements or ordered to be killed by domestic servants. While these details may vary somewhat from one version to another, their basic structure is clear and never changes: a great battle between the father/tyrant, and the son/ hero will take place. The significance of the relationship between the hero and his real mother, who usually assumes the risk of opposing the powerful father, is worth emphasizing. Indeed, she is often, though not always, the "brains" if not the "brawn" behind the reaping of vengeance against the father.

 

This collaboration between the son and the mother takes on its extreme form in the myth of Oedipus in which Destiny leads Oedipus to "involuntarily" kill the father and marry the mother. The individual act in this tragedy is conditioned by an external force such as "destiny" or the "will of the gods." Becker' has observed that the problem of life in this dual universe is to interpret and to control the power of the invisible and spiritual world. In the West, the belief in the dual universe has lasted from the Enlightenment up until the 19th century, after which it gradually diminished. In the 20th century, we think that all experience is real, all data are valid, and that we exist solely on the level of the visible world. But we must be mindful that the old concept of duality has lasted for over half a million years, while our new material view of the world is no more than one hundred and fifty years old.

 

This "reality principle" can be observed in its infancy in the literature of tragedy; in the representation of the father-son relationship in simple human terms; the displacement of intense conflict from outside to within the individual. The story of Hamlet, Prince of Denmark, which we will consider later in this book, is a magnificent example of this displacement. The aggressive forces of the hero/son are actually modeled on the persecutory designs of the paternal figure, and the entire complex is "projected" using mechanisms similar to those that produce dreams and psychoneurotic symptoms. Jones observes:8

 

The elaboration of the more complex variants of the myth is brought about chiefly by three factors, namely; an increasing degree of distortion engendered by greater psychological "repression"; complication of the main theme by subsidiary allied ones; and an expansion of the story by repetition due to the creator's decorative fancy . . . The first and most important disturbing factor, that of more pronounced "repression" manifests itself by the same mechanism as those described by Freud in connection with normal dreams, psychoneurotic symptoms etc. The most interesting of these mechanisms is that known as "decomposition" . in which . various attributes of a given individual are disunited and several other individuals are invented, each endowed with one group of the original attributes...A great part of the Greek mythology must have arisen in this way. A good example of the process in the group now under consideration is seen by the figure of the tyrannical father becoming split into two, a father and a Tyrant... The resolution of the original figure is not complete, so that the two resulting figures stand in a close relationship to each other, being indeed, as a rule members of the same family. The Tyrant who seeks to destroy the hero is more commonly the grandfather, as in the legends of the heroes Cyrus, Gilgam, Perseus, Telephos and others, or the granduncle, as in those of Romulus and Remus and their Greek predecessors Amphion and Zethod. Less often is it the uncle as in the Hamlet and Brutus legends . . . When the decomposition is more complete, the Tyrant is not in the same family . . . (He) may be however apparently a complete stranger, as in the examples of Moses and the Pharaoh, Feridium and Zohak, Jesus and Herod, and others.

 

In short, the process of decomposition follows the gradual development of social organization from the simple beginning of the dispossessed father, to a more complicated arrangement among extended family members.

 

The fact that the human problems appear to be the same, but that the solutions to them differ in various cultures, has led to much research by students of mythology in an attempt to formulate general hypotheses concerning the relationship between myth and rationality, and especially the content of the collective mind.

 

Origins of Punitive Society: Obedience and Reciprocity

 

In The Punishment Response (1978), Graeme Newman discussed the role of Freud's interpretation of the original myth of castration as it relates to punishment. The frame of reference used to flesh out two theoretical models of punishment were those of "reciprocity" and "obedience."9

 

Obedience contains the notions of transgression, deterrence, rules, and submission, while the model of reciprocity contains the notions of exchange equality and retribution.

 

It is clear that the myths we have described thus far may be seen as clear examples of the conflict of these two theoretical models. Reciprocity underlies the claims of the youthful revolutionary who perceives that he is being treated unjustly, and demands equality with the father (in no uncertain terms, in that he must sleep with the father's wife). At the same time, the obedience model underlies the father/tyrant's justification for his harsh actions against the son—for it is clear that it is not possible for the son actually to become his own father.

 

Each model is understandable as a moral justification for action. Obedience ensures stability of social order, makes everyday life predictable and secure. Reciprocity seeks to ensure that tyranny is not permitted, that each is treated equally. It is impossible for either of these models to be played out to its absolute end. An unavoidable paradox is involved because both models are equally justifiable moral claims to action. Little wonder that a "third party" (such as gods of various kinds, for example the Furies in the Oresteia as we shall see in chapter 3) must be called upon to arbitrate. Indeed, this word is most appropriate, for it is only by an arbitrary judgment by a powerful third party that such an impossible conflict can be "resolved." It is the ultimate impossibility of its resolution, however, that produces the elementary sense of injustice.

 

The Elementary Sense of Injustice

 

Freud, "more than any other theorist of society, has shed light on the importance and power of myth, the fantastic capacity of man to symbolize his past.'"9 He asserts that social organization and moral laws must have originated with the primal crime, a parricide. In the concluding chapter of Totem and Taboo, Freud reconstructed the dynamics of the primal crime, the elements of which are clearly present in the myths that we have already discussed. But Freud adds that, after the crime, there followed the "totemic" feast in which the group came together in ritual to perform an animal sacrifice. Periodically, the totemic animal (substituted now for the original murdered father) would be killed and devoured. This act, still concrete in that an actual animal was killed and eaten, was nevertheless an important step in the direction of symbolizing the past, in making a symbolic substitution for the wish to fulfill the actual deed, which was that of killing and eating the father. Various anthropomorphic deities arose as a result of these practices, but one much more important psychological process arose during these rites.

 

The circumstance of killing and eating the totemic animal was performed by a group in solemn ritual. There was, according to Freud, a pervasive feeling of guilt because it was thought that the original crime was not justifiable if performed only by one individual; it could only be justified as a group action. The act was prohibited to single individuals, but was justified if all participated so that they could identify with each other through the totem."

 

Freud drew on the Darwinian concept of the primordial condition of human society slowly developing from one in which there existed a horde, totally dominated by a tyrannical and jealous male leader, who took all the women to himself and cast aside all the sons. The next step in the development of social organization was for these sons to band together (the first notion of a "bond" in society) to overthrow the tyrannical father. In order to prevent the recurrent rising up of bands to overthrow each newly created "leader," the totemic ritual arose. The newly "bonded" band of young men established a system of "equal rights" among each other (the reciprocity model), but emphasized, some would say out of all proportion, submission and obedience to the totemic system, which perhaps ironically, became essentially matrilineal (the obedience model).12

 

The brothers' united effort put an end to the total domination of the father, but now they had to deal with their ambivalent feelings about this confrontation:

 

They hated the father who stood so powerfully in the way of their sexual demands and their desire for power, but they also loved and admired him. After they had satisfied their hate by his removal and had carried out their wish for identification with him, the suppressed tender impulses had to assert themselves. This took place in the form of remorse, a sense of guilt was formed which coincided here with remorse generally felt. The dead now became stronger than the living had been . . . What the father's presence had formerly prevented they themselves now formally prohibited.13
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