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a tactic cynically employed under duress. Once again, however, it is the show 
of compliance that is important and that is insisted on. Remorse, apologies, 
asking forgiveness, and generally, making symbolic amends are a more vital 
element in almost any process of domination than punishment itself. A crimi- 
nal who expresses remorse at his crime typically earns, in exchange for his 
petty contribution to the repair of the symbolic order, a reduction in punish- 
ment. Similarly, of course, with the "misbehaving" child who says he is sorry 
and promises never to do it again. What all these actors offer is a show of 
discursive affirmation from below, which is all the more valuable since it contrib- 
utes to the impression that the symbolic order is willingly accepted by its least 
advantaged members. 

To see why a flow of symbolic taxes is of such vital importance to the moral 
economy of domination, we have only to consider the symbolic consequences 
of a boycott of symbolic taxes. If the courts are filled with truculent and defiant 
criminals, if slaves stubbornly refuse to humble themselves, if children take 
their punishment sullenly and show no remorse whatever, their behavior 
amounts to a sign that domination is nothing more than tyranny-nothing 
more than the successful exercise of power against subordinates too weak to 
overthrow it but proud enough to defy it symbolically. To be sure, dominant 
elites would prefer a willing affirmation of their norms; but if this is not 
available they will extract, whenever they can, at least the simulacrum of a 
sincere obedience. 

Parades vs. Crowds: 
Authorized and Unauthorized Gatherings 

Nothing conveys the public transcript more as the dominant would like it to 
seem than the formal ceremonies they organize to celebrate and dramatize 
their rule. Parades, inaugurations, processions, coronations, funerals provide 
ruling groups with the occasion to make a spectacle of themselves in a manner 
largely of their own choosing. The examination of the structure of such 
ceremonies is something of a privileged pathway to the "official mind." 

A cursory look, in the manner of Michel Foucault, at the fairly recent tenth 
anniversary celebration, in December 1985, of the "liberation" of Laos by the 
Laotian Communist party (Pathet Lao) can tell us something about the self- 
dramatization of elites.28 The parade itself was a vastly scaled down and 
shabbier Vientiane version of the May Day ceremony in Moscow's Red 

28. I am much indebted to Grant Evans, University of Hong Kong, for an account of this 
event, which he attended, and for the acute observations about Laotian agricultural cooperatives 
that follow. 
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evidence of the disorder, divisions, indiscipline, and of everyday informality is 
banished from the public stage. 

Ideologically, at least for the Laotian ruling elite, the parade may be 
convincing. Insofar as an ideology contains, among other things, a vision of 
how things should be, the parade is an effective idealization of the desired 
relation between the Central Committee and the society it aspires to direct. It 
fills, with symbolic display, the considerable chasm between the recalcitrant 
social and political realities of contemporary Laos and the promise of its new 
proletarian ideology, just as the phantom cooperatives fill the gap between how 
the land is actually cultivated and how it should, by the book, be cultivated. 

Parades and processions of the kind described are the ultimate in autho- 
rized gatherings of subordinates. Rather like iron filings aligned by a powerful 
magnet, subordinates are gathered in an arrangement and for purposes deter- 
mined by their superiors. The political symbolism of most forms of personal 
domination carries with it the implicit assumption that subordinates gather 
only when they are authorized to do so from above. Any unauthorized gather- 
ing, as we shall see, has therefore been seen as potentially threatening. Even a 
friend of the New Model Army in the midst of the English Revolution was at 
pains to distinguish "the people" on their own from "the people" under 
orders: "The people in gross are but a monster, a rude unwieldy bulk of no 
use, but here they are gathered together into one excellent life. . . . For an 
army has in it all government and parts of government, under justice, etc., in 
highest virtue."30 

If we consider the official description of feudalism, slavery, serfdom, the 
caste system, and the ubiquitous patron-client structures of leadership de- 
scribed by anthropologists, they all purport to be based on a network of dyadic 
(two-person) reciprocities always articulated vertically. Thus feudalism is rep- 
resented as an exchange of goods and services between individual lords and 
their vassals, slavery is represented as an individual relationship between 
master and bondsman implying ownership and paternalism on one side and 
work and service on the other, and the caste system as a series of contracts 

sixteenth century, about which Le Roy Ladurie has written. The parade was aprecise gradation of 
status, historically negotiated, beginning with the representative of the king at the head and the 
lowliest commoners at the rear. In this case, craftsmen and tradesmen refused to participate on 
the usual terms. The potential for conflict in municipal ceremonies of this kind was, in general 
terms, noted by Jean Bodin: "Every procession of all the ranks and all the professions carries the 
risk of conflicts of priority and the possibility of popular revolts." "Let us not overdo . . . cere- 
monies of this kind." Quoted in Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, Carnival in Romans, trans. Mary 
Feeney, 201. 

30. Christopher Hill, "The Poor and the People in Seventeenth-Century England," in Histo- 
TJ from Below, ed. Frederick Krantz, 84. 
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The implicit threat the dominant see in autonomous assemblies of their 
inferiors is not a form of ideologically induced paranoia. There is every reason 
to believe that such gatherings are, in fact, an incitement to boldness by 
subordinates. When, for example, the Ad Dharm, which preaches solidarity 
among untouchables in the Punjab, first organized mass meetings in the 
districts, the effect was electric-for higher castes and for the untouchables 
themselves. To high-caste observers it was dramatic and provocative evidence 
that untouchables could assemble without the permission or direction of their 
social betters.37 From the description given it is clear that the impact of such 
mass meetings was in large part visual and symbolic.38 What was said was less 
important than the stunning show of force that the mere congregation of 
untouchables as untouchables had on all concerned. If untouchables could 
show such coordination, discipline, and collective strength, what prevented 
them from turning these skills to collective struggle against domination? The 
powerful semiotic of power and purpose here is not lost on subordinate 
groups. Jean Comaroff, in her sensitive study of the Zion Christian Church 
among the Tswana people of South Africa, emphasizes the great symbolic 
importance the huge annual Passover gathering has for the faithful. The fact 
alone that this church movement, the largest black religious movement in 
South Africa, can bring together many thousands from all over the country is a 
demonstration of mass power that is as implicitly threatening to the state as it is 
sustaining to its black adherents.39 

Large, autonomous gatherings of subordinates are threatening to domina- 
tion because of the license they promote among normally disaggregated in- 
feriors. Much later we will want to examine the relationship between an 
assembly of subordinates and the hidden transcript. Here it is sufficient to 
note how subordinates might feel emboldened by the act of massing itself. 
First, there is the visual impact of collective power that a vast assembly of 
subordinates conveys both to its own number and to its adversaries. Second, 
such an assembly provides each participant with a measure of anonymity or 

37. A small but significant illustration of the provocation that subordinates represent when 
they decide to collectively discuss their subordination among themselves is provided by Sara 
Evans in her account of the growth of feminist politics in the New Left in the 1960s. When many 
women left the main group at a Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) conference to discuss 
sexism in SDS, making it clear that men were not welcome to join them, the effect was explosive. 
Both men and women in SDS understood that a watershed had been reached. Personal Politics: 
The Roots of Women's Liberation in the Civil Rights Movement and the New Left, I 56-62. 

38. Jurgensmeyer, Reli&n as Social Vision, chap. 10. 
39. Jean Comaroff, Body ofPower, Spirit ofResistance: The Culture and Histo y ofa South African 

People, 238-39. Another example of the political impact of unauthorized mass meetings is the 
annual pilgrimage to the shrine of the Virgin of Czestochowa in Poland and the importance it 
came to have after the trade union Solidarity was banned. 


