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Butﬂaemostfrequentreasonwhymendesirelohﬂuchoﬂm,arisethheme,ﬂm
manymennthenmeﬁmehavemnppctltetoth:snmeming;whichyetveryom
they can neither enjoy in commeon, nor yet divide it; whence it follows that the
stmnsestmsthaveit,andwhoisshunsestmustbedecidedbyﬂnsword.
~-Thomas Hobbes'
1. Social-Theoretical Perspectives on fslendinga saga.

The decline of the Icelandic Commonwealth, as portrayed in Sturla Pérdarson’s
masterpiece, provides a rich field of speculation for students of social disorder. In some
respects, it is a Hobbesian tale of escalating violence, as a stable but fragile public order
degenerates into nasty, brutish competition among powerful chicfiains. From yet another
perspective~-that of modern nationalism-—{slendinga saga can be read a3 an early waming of
theprieepaidbypoliﬁcsmatmmwukmcomoltheoonﬂhdnsambiﬂonsofmm
individuals.

Thispapermpmmapreliminaryeffonmconmctmla'sthwithmdcm
debates about the problem of social order.” That comnection is at once inevitable but highly
complex. mugaspmksmagrowingschohﬂyimmﬁammsocialschnﬁminpm—
poliﬁcalsourcesofsocinlmbility;uﬂyetwenhuuldn:wrfcrﬂetthatitilammm
analyzing, and not a pure body of social facts. My puspose here is to confront this tension
dimuly!nrﬂwwmiduwaynh:wcialmwﬁstmigmwmpmm:mmuﬁsﬁcwmmd
Islendinga saga.

Thepomnﬁnsigmﬁcmufsmda'stexlddeelﬁnmsevemmatwﬂﬁeﬂlﬂm
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interests. With the collapse of political instiutions end resurgence of ethnic violence in
MmBumpe,mdﬂmknﬂmhveMmanlyMinmofmn
conflict among groups, not just political conflicts among states.

Indeed, modemsonialthsoryshouldﬁ:ﬂapeclalsigniﬂcancehﬂﬂmm«nuny
chronicles of social instability. For Sturla's age marks the beginning of a centaries-fong era,
ending perhaps only in our own day, wmmimmmmwmomwgmm
quell the chronic disorder among tribes and clans. The centralization of power in the
medievalSwﬂlnavimHngdomscmbemnmeaﬂyexmpleofmlgnmﬂmﬁty
filling the vacuum lcft by the disimtegration of social relations. In the twentieth century, as
Dew assessments of power become unavoidable, we are inclined to see political authority as
yet another extension of human conflict--and not a necessary remedy.

Far these reasons, many sovial scientists have recently returned to fundamental
questions about the roots of social order.” In the absence of overwhelming political force,
what are the underlylng social and cultural factors that breed disorder? Are they inherent in
buman nature? Are they tied to contingent social and cconomic conditions? Is there any
hopefotielf-governingmmmﬂdasmwﬂtdmmdsofomwhlhsﬂllleavhgm
formchlatgerh:mmiduhumcialindepm.pmmalhomr,mcmmmmm-
plishment?

Sturls Pdrdarson’s great saga seems highly relevant to this kind of inquiry, but only
with certain qualifications. Fitst, our contemporary interest in social anslysis should not he
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thought to challenge the literary nature of this complex work. Indeed, I belicve one mmat
approach the saga as something more then an anthropologist's or histotian's factbock—more
than a collection of empirical facts. Second, however, this distinction between a literary text
and sociological data is unexpectedly difficult to define. To & surprising degree, both fields
call forth similar skills that point toward a convergence of interpretive methods.

Third, it is important to identify specific narrative features of the text that shape the
reader’s general impressions about social order. Foremost among these features is the notion
that societics can move from a stable cquilibrium, fmplied by the narrative onsct of the saga,
to that graphic disorder that eonstitutes the saga’s dramatic action.*

Another feature of saga narrative is the-episodic emphasis on personal agency, rather
than diffuse contextual conditions, as the instigator of social change. Although it is widely
recognized that Icelandic sagas present a strikingly understated picture of individual psychol-
ogy, the action is nevertheless driven by individual behavior at a nacrative level,

Lastly, there is that great enigma of saga style: the clusive, retreating perspective of
the narrator. The powerful imag:sofsocialdiso:denhatmgcinSmﬂl'a epic are
surprisingly congruent with the medem theoretical outlook of social science, which uses jts
uwnhnperwnﬂaumoﬁtymwaﬂamcompeumexphnaﬂmofendum:mhlprobm.

In this respect, the standpoint implied in modern social theories shares important characteris-

tics with Sturla’s narrative persona,
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I ‘The Problem of Social Disonder.

What is now referred to as "social conflict theory” gained increasing academic
aitention during the 1960's a3 a conscious attcmpt by liberal and neo-Marxist thinkers to
challenge the allegedly conservative bias of mainstream soclal science.” Beyond this
idealogical agenda, however, social confiict theory raised important questions about some
cofc assumptions of social anaiysls. To reduce these assumptions 10 4 single question, we
miﬂnaskwhemereveqmchlo:duenjmahﬁcmmm&tmﬂm,mﬂmwmu
prevail in the absence of destabilizing forces?

Suchapremmpﬂonhusﬁenbecnmmwdasﬁwmitpmmheofmodemsoddogl-
cal analysis, 23 exemplified in such seminal works as Talcott Parsons® The Social System.
Mmmﬁmmsmpﬂmmmﬂyammmdmicwmhofmmwry.m
notably in the seventeenth-century English thinker, Thomas Hobbes. Along with Hobbes's
eerly vision that human socia! interaction leads inevitably to savage conflict, absent strong
political mthority, one should also consider the presumption of social conflict found in the
later writings of Sigmmmnd Frend.

For the sake of simplicity, 1 shall usc these three classic theorists as reference points
for various images of disorder found in the Icelandic samtidarsdgur.® All three frameworks
opezate at the level of cognitive presumptions rather than empirical facts: they provide
alternstive ways to orgenize facts in the service of & fundamental perspective or human
vision, which is never itself amenabic o dircct proof.
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Inthismspect.eachfmmsworkdeﬁmmmﬂmkthatcanbeusedtomumlnm
narrative perspectives implicit in the saga text. Events in the saga are thus not taken as
factual evidence for proving or disproving a social hypothesis or theory. Instead, the broad
mhlhnagescreatedbythesagam&rmbeundnstoodasmﬂecﬁngoneormof

these fandamental assumptions about human nature in a social order.

M. The Hobbesian Vision.

A brief summary of these alternative visions will introduce my long-term project of
analyzing Sturla’s imagery. The Hobbestan vision of disorder starts from the premise that
individuals relate to one another through mutual fear. Their acceptance of public authority
becomes the only alternative to a violent war of all against all, and their surrender of person-
al autonomy to the sovereign power must be absolute.” Many commentators approach
Hobbes through his mechanistic psychological model, which explains the transfer of personal
fcarinromovupowerhgdesheforsecuﬂty.rootedinulf-pmmﬁm. But there is a prior
clement in Hobbes’s theory that brings it closer to conditions of the saga age: a presumption
of environmemtal scarcity, according to which personal fear is the natural product of social,
economic, or caltural competition.

On its surface, the disorder portrayed in [slendinga saga reveals little of either
Hobbes’s psychological or envitonmental analysis. Indeed, the initial conditions of social

harraony that open this and other sagas point directly covnter to Hobbes’s vision. -Rather
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than moving from a fractious state of namre to authoritarian stability, the saga shows the
disintegration of a1t established, organic social system. It suggests a more complex psycho-
logical theory than Hobbes allows, in which the implied human "state of nature” is spontane-
ously cooperative. But then, exactly what is the mechanism of growing disorder? Sturia
provides no direct or simple answers, although his dramatic imagery frequently reflects
shaxper competition over scare environmentat conditions, including limited economic wealth
and positions of social stans,

The events portrayed in slendinga saga suggest a psychological model in which it is
reasonable for individuals to subordinate their personsl security to a body of cultural norms.
My point is not about the purely factual fserpretation of historical events, but rather about
the shared, humanistic perspective of great lterary works and broad conceptions of human
neture. Whatever modern historians tell us about the Sturfunga did (most of which, of
course, would have to be based on this and other sagas), Strla's construction of that period
implies thai fundamental visions of social order must assign some independent force to preex-
isting social norms, which are notoriously missing from Hobbes's theory. In turn, Hobbes's
imsights may well supplement Sturla’s vision by cmphasizing the competitive social conditions
under which the drama unfolds.

IV. The Freudian Vision.
Freud's provocative writings on social order extend Hobbes's pessimistic vision in

213



ways that help close the gap with Sturla’s copstruction. In Freud, Hobbes's contentious state
of pature is trensferred to & subconscious world modeled on biological rather than social
metaphors, and it is then used to explain the kind of social norms that mark out Suria’s
cultural upiverse. Freud's view suggests that individuals in each succeeding generation face
inmmlmnﬂicubetweenmehownwwmmwsdeskuandhaumoﬁtyofmh[vﬂuﬂ
enforced by the superego. The assertiveness of historical figures thus arises when this
psychological representative of the "collective conscience™ is temporarily overpowered by its
patoral, instinctive opposition.®

Sturla’s narrative shares certain elements of Preud’s broad theory. Saga narratives
portray distinctive individuals, oftcn described in heroic dimensions, Whost strong-willed
actions violate the prevailing social order. Notwithstanding the "objective” style of saga
description, arguably the antithesis of psychoanalytic reflection, the drama can casily be
transposed into Freud's conflictual terms. Frend remedies certain omissions in Hobbes's
modelbymakingﬂmorgammcialomﬂﬂnundeﬂyingmofmmpﬁsomlemﬂm
prior to all questions of political authority.” The reader of [slendinga saga will find rich
examples of rebellious spirits, from the anarchic outbursts of Ormkja Snorrason to the
oedipal rage of Sturla Sighvatsson.

Still, the Freadian vision fails to capture importunt clements of Sturla’s creation.
Fuudsatisﬂesmemodernmmforinmpﬂﬁnsmciﬂwmmmmthnmror

individual spontansity--even when personal agency is thought to be steeped in repression of
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doomed to burn itself out. Butsulrla'supoomiommwimlmﬁnhionlhlepouibmﬂu.
hcludingconﬂhﬂmdmic»ﬂum]ﬂmﬂulﬂeﬂ.lndtbegmduddeuycfmlﬂfm
— powerful enough to check deviant personal ambitions. The saga pushes us toward another
bokatﬂleHobbeﬁmthumcofmimmmhlwmm,wmﬂmhthemﬁeeofnp
narrative seems much closer to Freud. Suwh’lvisionencompamdnnenuoquﬂ:,md
leads us to search for yet additional models of himan confiict,

V. The Parsonian Vision.
Exeeptamongpmfessiomlsocialminnim.Tﬂmanismtaswidelym
today as Hobbes or Frend. thhisworksmupsevmldmduoflociologicﬂlheory
about the problem of public order, and it is appropriate to grant him the status of a classic
figure.”® His theory of social systens is highly pluralistic, sceking to ncorporate the visions
of Hobbes and Freud, as well as other traditions. For our purposes, his major coatribution
Wis 0 treat cultural and legal norms as zutonomous social forces, reducible 10 neither
individual self-interest nor psychodynamic repression. In addition, Parsons is identified with
a fuactionalist style of reasoning, which imterprets social action telcologically as preserving
ormtoﬂngaclosedsuofnormsdmdeﬂmapuﬁculnsocietyoruﬂm.
Theroﬁmvlﬂmupmummnﬁnfeumuomem,mmm
oneassumesﬂmtthcmmr'svoiuspealnﬂomamlﬁedbodyofmhlvahm. These
values nudmtbemiuulyexpmud.mrevmappmvedof,bymmﬂwsagamthm

215



or compilers. mymmtheranim:rpreﬁvepomﬂm.buedonﬂnummpﬂonthumh
saga dcﬁmsacoheteﬂmmﬁveuuiverse—onewewwldtypimﬂyamimmmem-
geist of its author. Inthecaseofmtfdarsdgur,theﬂmeﬁmesofwmﬂm
happen to converge.

This orientation fo preserving and restoring value coberence can also be said to unify
the drarnatic action within sagas, giventhciruummonemphulsonh:formaldisputesetﬂe-
ment, legal procecdings, rule-guided feuding, and reciprocal obligations,!! Although Parsons
developedhlstlmryofmhlsymminozderwmdymaﬁsﬁnguthlsmrkalmieﬁes.itis
argusbly even better applied to literary reconstructions of social conditions. Empirically
dwumemdmckﬁesmemuinbmndammmwoﬂdsmﬂbedm”pnnmﬁw.
uﬂPanom'cﬂﬂcufaﬂtedhismemodfouuﬂbuﬂngwomuchcohnmmdpemamm
» subset of domipant values. Marxist social theorists, for example, found no place in
inm’tbmqformeemergemeofﬂmdamemlmiﬂchmge,wﬁchmcyusqmedwbe
the fate of all hitherto existing societies.

Thcparﬁ;ulnrsocinlordzrfmuﬂlnvaﬂmnmremmmbalmtothe
Pa:sonianvision.whichhoﬂmsmhedwofuindimssionsofhighlyplumlisﬂcm&m
socleties. Th:ugastypicaﬂypoﬁaythehmﬁmﬂonsofhdinganddhputemluﬁon&om
2 lofty Parsonian stendpoint of social equilibrium. Sturla’s chronicle of almost catastrophic
events.inwhichtnmdhiswidcrfnmﬂyappenrupraﬂgonim,iamhldmimdfoﬂm
cleveted tone of balance and impartislity. But it Is overstating the point, if not downright
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Mar.mmttwnga.mnsmmwmfonuﬁmmmm
Ieelandic institutions. Aftar all, the Commonwealth cams to on end at sbout the time
Snlrla'schmniclemmout.altlloughitremalmanopenqnesﬁonwhcﬂmmeawepmof
Norwe;ianpoﬁﬁmlmthmitybmugManemmﬂ:ebmdervaluem.
Whateverhtuhimrhmmdleelandhmﬂomﬁmwwldmhof&uewenu.the
values internal to the saga scem relatively clear, Along with progressively heavy conflict,
Islendinga saga emphasizes the need for contimual resolution of disorder. The valucs
pmervedbylcehndminmcmmmm!mepmbleﬁomﬂ»kehbomelydmmud
procedures for soclal self preservation. In shont, their social order is itself the continnal
rectification of violence and disorder, Thepnulbmtythateumenmmsdnemgeoutuf
shlrpwdalmnﬂiampmhapsthcmbﬂeﬂnmeﬁcalvisimﬂmnmmmsuyhg

10 express,

V1. Conclusion: Recasting the Presumption of Order.

hnasesofmdaldkordcrinﬂﬁﬂeemh—emymtdarsdgwmmﬂchthemm
tive frameworks used by social theorists in the Iate twentieth-century. In recent debates,
Mﬁimcworhhmuﬁmsbmmpohdudbetwunpatﬁmof'oonﬂia"and
“mmem"theoriea.wiﬂ:mhsidcminghulﬂmnmpmmipﬂoubukwchuic
theorists such as Hobbes, Freud, and Parsons. There is an ideological flavor to this debate
that does little justice to the depth of each original framework, In any case, Sturla
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Pérdarson’s chromicle of Icelandic social struggles injects new life into this discussion, with
his subtle presentation of a social order in which conflict resolution appears as the central
unifying value.

Many issucs remain to be elaborated in a carcful reading of Snula’s text, which I
hope to work on int the future. Of course, the sagas provide no definitive answers to current
social questions. And we must be careful not to impose our contemporary hopes and
preoccupations on a world vastly different from our own. But saga vislons open an intpor-
tant new perspective on certain perennial questions: Is social disorder inevitable? To what
extent iz human conflict compatible with a lasting social order? Whenever tendencies to
disorder prevail, what are the underlying causes, and how arc they preventable? Saga
readers have long recognized these central issues, and their insights should play a larger role

in current reflections on soclal disorder.

Notes
1. Thomas Hobbes, De Cive [1642] (New York: Appicton-Century Crofts, 1945), p. 26.

2.Iemphasizemuﬂﬂspaperlspmlhnmmscope.focussingmﬁmlyonmerpmﬂve
frameworks that will be used later to structure & close reading of the text.

3. See, for example, Dennis H. Wrong, The Problem of Order: What Unites and Divides
Society (New York: Free Press, 1994), ‘

4. The onsct of fslendinga saga Is problematic in this regard, depending on how one sees it
within the context of the entire compilation known as Sturlimga saga. Its chronological
preface, Sturlz saga, starts from the familiar narrative presumption of social equilibtium,
whereas the opening section of [slendinga saga mentions two disputes iavolving Hvamm-
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Storia at the time of his death, one resolved and the other unresolved. Thus Sturla Pérdarson
wastes little time gesting the action started. For a discussion of the Sturlinga compilation,
see Jovas Kristjiinsson, Eddes and Sagas (Reykjavik: Hi8 fslenska békmenntafélag, 1992),
PP 187-202.

5. The fons er origo of this movement was Lewis A, Coser, The Functlions of Social Conflict
{Glencoe, IIl.: Free Preas, 1956),

6. Myulecﬂonishﬂmdbmeiszg'lmlysisinmmumofOrder,whbh
also includes Roussesn and Marx, among others. Taking these framewouks as *cuynitive
presumptions” is my own approach, however, with which Wmngwunldlihely_diugru.

7. Hobbes's statements in Leviathan [1651] are ofien quoted: "During the time men live
without a common power to keep them all in awe, they are in that condition which is called
war, and such a war, as is of cvery man, against every man....No arts; no [etters; no
society; and which is worst of all, continual fear and danger of violent death; and the life of
mian, solitery, peor, nasty, brutish, and short® (Harmondsworth, England: Penguin, 1968, p.
13).

8. Freud's leading work on social order-is Chwilization and Its Discontents (New York:
Norton, 1961) (translation of Das Unbehager in der Kultur, 1930),

9. For applications of Freud’s theory 10 literary analysis, see the classic work by Morse
Peckham, Man's Rage for Chaos: Biology, Behavior, and the Arts (Philadelphia: Chilton,
196S).

10. See especially The Structure of Social Action (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1937; 2nd ed.
1949).

11. This point has been made by Jesse L. Byock, Medieval Iceland: Soclety, Sagas, and
Power (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1988), among many others.
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