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Deviance and the Unabomber





"One murder makes a villain, millions a hero." - Beilby Porteus








	Theodore J. Kaczynski, now referred to as the "Unabomber," has been viewed by the overwhelming majority as deviant in some of the most dangerous ways possible.  To the majority Kaczynski represents someone who is morally deficient, even evil�,� & �, and certainly criminal.  He breaks a lot of the rules and as such has been highly stigmatized as evil, insane, criminal, immoral, and everything in between.  Obviously, then, the case - and the man - can be seen as deviant for myriad reasons, not the least of which being the methods he employed when attempting to enact some change.  However, some of the more often overlooked forms of deviance come from the institutional and societal levels and involve the ways Kaczynski was (and wasn't) treated by the society which condemns him.


	An adequate summary of the events leading up to and following the Unabomber's conviction must include some biographical background.  There is much debate regarding 


the genealogy of Kaczynski's philosophy, but a general outline can provide an explanation for his withdrawal from society, evolution of ideas, and ultimately his decision to begin his terrorist activities.  After graduating from Harvard at the age of 20, Kaczynski went to Michigan for his graduate education and shortly thereafter received a position at UC Berkeley as a mathematics professor.  In 1969 he quit UC Berkeley despite encouragement to the contrary from his peers.  In 1970 he read the philosophy of Jacques Ellul on technology and society, which had a great impact on his outlook and personal philosophy.  In 1978 he sent his first bomb and so began his string of what became 15 separate bombings within 17 years.  In the late 80s Kaczynski began seeking professional counseling, but was not met with any viable assistance in this area. �  In 1993 Kaczynski wrote to the NY Times threatening to continue terrorist bombing if his manifesto wasn't printed. �  In 1995, just five months after his last bombing, the manifesto was printed; five months after that his brother turned him in, citing the manifesto as having a striking resemblance to earlier personal letters Theodore had written him.  In April of 1996 Kaczynski was arrested and over a year later the court judicial process finally began. Kaczynski didn't want to plead innocent by reason of insanity and instead attempted to act as his own attorney.  In early 1998 a plea bargain was reached.�


	With a brief background we will be able to look at how the deviance manifested itself, what the reactions to it were, and what its causes were.  On the most basic level the Unabomber scandal is deviant because he broke the law.  Apart from this rudimentary type 


of deviance the Kaczynski case presents itself as deviant in equally arbitrary but far more interesting ways.  Like Timothy McVeigh or Che Guevara, Kaczynski is seen as deviant for his violent and revolutionary tactics.  One might even go so far as to say he is being labeled insane or deviant because he exhibits independent thought contrary to social norms.  In a society where technology is widely lauded, Kaczynski certainly does differentiate himself.  But as Clinard and Meier point out, there is a (contextual) difference between deviance and differentiation.  They show that social context is paramount in determining differentiation versus deviance.  In the case of the Unabomber not only were his ideas contrary to the norm, but his tactics were seen as problematic to the masses, and thus he was labeled deviant - at best - and insane or evil - at worst.


	Why were the ideas and actions of Kaczynski seen as so problematic to the masses?  For practical purposes we have decided that murder is not allowed.�  In a Machiavellian sense this assumption is without rationale, for every regime has begun in bloodshed and such is the state of nature.  However, since our society has rejected that notion we have determined murder in most cases to be problematic for our way of life.  As such Kaczynski's methods are seen as highly problematic because they break what Rousseau dubbed the social contract - the necessary evil which restricts some freedoms in exchange for order.  All sorts of institutional practices have backed this rather nebulous and implicit social contract which binds us to a certain level of respect for practical purposes.  We have created political systems, laws, norms, religions, morals, etc. all in an attempt to thwart the very activities carried out by Kaczynski.


	


Just as we have created systems to thwart deviant behavior we have, unknowingly, created institutions and systems which are sometimes self-defeating.  In placing such emphasis on homogeneity and a lack of deviance we have also made it harder to differentiate oneself.  For Kaczynski the emphasis on fitting in was too great and created a strain at a young age.  As time passed he became alienated and eventually angry.  The larger societal problems of political and social unrest, technological domination, consumerism, industrialization, etc. all plagued him and led him to the conclusion that technology and industrialization were to blame for the problems within society.  This sentiment is echoed by conflict theorists, especially Marx and Engels.  Conflict theorists would look at Kaczynski and agree with his views on industrialization and could further their claims by pointing to Kaczynski's case as a high-profile piece of anecdotal evidence. Kaczynski is now imprisoned and has obviously suffered as a result of being labeled deviant.  This taps into the labeling theory discussed by Goode.  Because the acts of mail bombing and gaining attention through violence have repeatedly been labeled as deviant, Kaczynski himself is seen as deviant; this is nothing new, but does reinforce the idea.  As a side note - if Marx and other conflict theorists are correct and Kaczynski represents the oppressed class then the violence associated with Kaczynski is expected, and even a necessary outcome - "compromise is impossible (between the oppressed and the oppressors)."�  Sadly the institutions which are created to deal with this type of deviance (potential mental illness, excessive anger, anomie, feelings of isolation, etc.) were the very institutions which failed Kaczynski repeatedly.  After writing several letters� and being rejected by mental hospitals, and society in general, Kaczynski increased his terroristic and self-alienating activity.  In fact it was before his first attacks that society had failed him.  Perhaps this shows a deviance of society.


	As mentioned before, notions of deviance are highly relativistic because they are based upon their given subculture, context, etc.  The Kaczynski case is no exception to this.  However hard to see, Kaczynski could very well have been viewed as a hero had his plans succeeded and if his assumptions regarding society were correct.  If indeed a return to nature (an abandonment of industrialization and technology) is what would benefit society the most and if his actions led to this end, then Kaczynski would be praised for his daring vision and for having the courage of his convictions.  Under such conditions the moral boundaries placed by society might be overlooked because of the higher good obtained by their breach.  Kaczynski's actions would only be a transcendental ideology carried out to a greater degree - breaking the law for the sake of the law; a civil disobedience which might scare Thoreau, but which really is only an extension of his philosophy.  The genealogy of such morality is a difficult question to breach, but most assume that murdering for political ends has long been against the moral majority; this assumption would be incorrect.  There is anthropological and historical evidence, albeit scant, which shows that murder is not always regarded as the greatest sin i.e., not all societies see murder as unequivocally evil.  Indeed, Machiavelli and even Nietzsche (though somewhat indirectly) made this claim rather matter-of-factly.  In terms of Kaczynski's other deviance - that of independent and radical thought (esp. in denouncing technology/science) - we have seen in the past how differing ideas, and certainly deviant ones, have been silenced or suppressed.  In art, pop culture, literature, and other areas, censorship of ideas which challenge the norm have oft been the object of ridicule.


	Just as we have seen in other societies or in other times ideas incongruent to the norm being denied exposure and even the objects of intense ridicule or labeling, we see today how the Unabomber case was handled.  Without making this an indictment of corporate owned media we can look at the way in which Kaczynski was portrayed to the public via the primary channels of information - the mass media.  In his words: 


"A few days ago the government filed a sentencing memorandum, the purpose of which was clearly political. By discrediting me personally, they hope to discredit the ideas expressed by the Unabomber. In reality, the government has discredited itself. The sentencing memorandum contains false statements, distorted statements and statements that mislead by omitting important facts. At a later time I expect to respond at length to the sentencing memorandum and also the many other falsehoods that have been propagated about me. Meanwhile, I only ask that people reserve their judgment about me and about the Unabom case until all the facts have been made public."�  





Indeed as we saw above (footnotes 1-3), Kaczynski was labeled by the media and its "impartial" interviewees as anything from a hermit to insane.  Further, the preponderance of positive coverage ends at his being Harvard educated.  None of the mainstream media coverage gave any merit to his ideas, perhaps out of fear in supporting his deviance.  From a functionalist perspective the Kaczynski case was a perfect opportunity to declare to society what is and is not acceptable.  One man who lived in Kaczynski’s home town said "It's like saying we're the hometown of Jeffrey Dahmer. This kind of reflects on us."�  This idea that "this kind of reflects on us" goes a long way in explaining the reasoning behind wanting to demonize and discredit Kaczynski.  If he is seen as a bad apple rather than a symptom of society's ills then things will appear okay.  Obviously, then, the segment of society who benefit from the current state of affairs would also profit from Kaczynski's demonization, because portraying him that way supports the status quo.  Durkheim would cite this as a classic example of the functionality of deviance.  Kaczynski provides an example of unacceptable deviance and gives society a chance to recommunicate the rules, expected rituals and punishments for participating in such behavior.  Thus, functionalists would say, there are positive effects of deviance.


	Nothing is wholly good or wholly evil: one would think that this truth would be evident by now, but - as evidenced by the Unabomber case - it is not. Kaczynski's behavior is seen as deviant because of the context within which it is placed.  It is quite possible that years down the line Kaczynski will be seen in a much different light, but for now he is labeled a deviant, insane, a hermit, evil and a laundry list of other such things.  Kaczynski was critical of some of the very things which society holds most sacred and used methods which are highly stigmatized and spurned.  As a result he was labeled, ostracized, and made an example of what not to do.  Because of the sensitive and almost eruptive nature of both murder and denouncing such core principals as industrialization, scientific merit, and technology, the Unabomber case provides an excellent case study of the role of deviance in society.  But we cannot overlook the ways in which societal and institutional sources contributed to Kaczynski's dissatisfaction.  


� “This creature has an intensely evil philosophy, and I have examined his letter at length, and have rooted out his philosophical views. In the full context of Objectivism, I pronounce the Unabomber one of the most evil people in the world. He is evil. He has an evil philosophy and his actions are evil. I can only hope he is brought to justice soon, and I believe he has forfeited his right to life. As much as I am hesitant to support capital punishment, I believe the unabomber should be executed for his crimes. He is worse than any villain in Rand's novels.”  (http://home.nuclei.com/phil/evil/unabomber.html) Here the author makes no mistake as to his views on the Unabomber.  Rand is of course Ayn Rand the novelist and philosopher who espoused rational thought above all - she manifested her philosophy throughout her fictional writings.


� “Epstein, a genetics professor at the University of California, called Kaczynski ‘the personification of evil.’” (http://www.cnn.com/US/9801/23/unabomb.victim/index.html)


� “I don't think many people would dispute that the unabomber is mentally ill. The way he went about trying to change the world is obviously evil or insane or both.” (http://people.clemson.edu/~pammack/unabomb.htm)


� http://www.unabombertrial.com/documents/letters111497.html


� http://www.ecst.csuchico.edu/%7Eatman/nutcases/unabomb.html


� Associated Press (Published Jan. 22, 1998) http://www.unabombertrial.com/archive/1998/012298.07.html


� In times of war we see killing as a necessary evil, when revolution is successful it is seen as a great victory and thus murder is accepted (esp. the American Revolution), and in other times when the state sees fit - which include the death penalty, in times of martial law, etc.


� Goode “Condemnation and Punishment” page 122.


� http://www.unabombertrial.com/documents/letters111497.html


� Ted Kaczynski, May 4, 1998, in court from trial transcript.


� http://www.unabombertrial.com/archive/1996/040496-2.html








