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INTRODUCTION: INTERPRETATION
AND EXPLANATION

One of Max Weber’s greatest achievements was his integration of
two divergent perspectives that have divided theorists and practitio-
ners of the historical, social, and cultural sciences since the nine-
teenth century.l The barrier between these two approaches was
particularly high in Weber’s own academic culture, but it has also
appeared in other ages and scholarly contexts. Indeed, its remnants
remain serious obstacles to thought in our own intellectual environ-
ment. To identify Weber’s methodological project as the unification
of the cultural and social sciences is thus to take a position on certain
current issues as well.

The two lines of analysis may be called the ‘interpretive’ and the
‘explanatory’ approaches, and of the two, the interpretive one was
certainly dominant in Weber’s own world. According to that tradi-
tion, the chief task of the historian or student of culture is the
‘hermeneutic” or interpretive understanding (Versteben) of human
‘meanings.’ Thus historical actions are to be understood—not caus-
ally explained—in relation to the agents’ intentions and beliefs.
Texts, cultures, and historical epochs are to be conceived as systems
of interrelated meanings or concepts, systems that can be elucidated
only ‘internally,” ‘in their own terms.” Like other scholarly tradi-

1. See the Bibliography for Weber’s relevant writings and abbreviations used.
Note also that short forms of citation will be used throughout for works more fully
described in the Bibliography.
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tions, the interpretive line of analysis has been pursued with varying
degrees of rigor. Some of its champions have portrayed the under-
standing of meanings as an intuitive leap or an empathetic
identification. But this subjectivist emphasis has been supplemented
or replaced by more complex models of interpretation, with results
that can be validated in principle. Like other scholarly traditions,
moreover, the interpretive approach has produced impressive exem-
plars of scholarly practice, even when it has been weakly or mislead-
ingly defended in theory.

The explanatory tradition, too, has been richer in its practices than
in its methodological codifications. With or without the benefit of
theory, for example, historians have long been concerned with the
causes of events, Some have distinguished long-term or “‘underlying’
from short-term or ‘precipitating’ causes; others have explained par-
ticular ‘trends” or outcomes in terms of various ‘contributing factors.’
Such commonsense analytical tactics have prevailed across the whole
spectrum of the cultural and social sciences; yet attempts to explicate
them have run into problems, including the central difficulty of
reconciling theories of explanation with theories of interpretation.

On the whole, spokesmen for the explanatory direction have
minimized the methodological differences between the natural and
the historical or cultural sciences. Some of them have believed—or
been suspected of believing—that the facts about the past could be
assembled to yield significant empirical generalizations, or to reveal
transcultural regularities, ‘constant conjunctions’ in the sense of
David Hume. A few theorists within the school have sought to
ground the explanation of human actions in the ‘laws’ of psychology
or physiology; or they have anticipated that such ‘naturalist’ strate-
gies will succeed in the future. But the clearest ‘neo-positivist’
program in the contemporary cultural and social sciences is Carl G.
Hempel’s ‘covering law model” of historical explanation. According
to the strictest, ‘deductive nomological® version of this model, to
cxplain an event is to deduce the statement that it occurred from (a)
specified initial conditions and (b) one or more universal laws that
‘cover” the case.2 Hempel has explicitly conceded that explanations

2. Hempel, “Function of General Taws,” and “Reasons and Covering Laws.”
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in human affairs are likely to be imperfect in various ways, usually
falling short of the standards required for prediction. Nevertheless,
Hempel and other neo-positivists see no logical difference between
explanations in the natural and the cultural sciences. Some of them
have distrusted the interpretationist emphasis upon relations of
meaning. In any case, a clear tension between prominent codificat-
ions of the explanatory and the interpretive traditions subsists in our
own day, and that tension was markedly greater in Weber’s own
culture.

If Weber nevertheless resolved the tension—and thus achieved
the unification of the cultural and social sciences, he did so by means
of two crucial reformulations. To begin with, he adopted an intri-
cate and flexible scheme of singular cansal analysis, a type of analysis
in which particular events, historical changes, or outcomes are
traced to their causally relevant antecedents. The word singular
should not be taken to imply a monocausal approach, or an exclu-
sive emphasis upon single individuals or ‘basic facts.” Only what is
explained is singular, and this only in the logical sense that it is not
general (like the ideal gas law, or Gresham’s law), that it can be more
or less specifically identified and located in space and time (like a
volcanic eruption, the Defenestration of Prague,? or the rise of
Western capitalism). Weber’s account of singular causal analysis was
based upon probabilistic and counterfactual reasoning, not upon
deductions from causal laws. His concepts of ‘objective probability’
and ‘adequate causation’ cannot be satisfactorily characterized in a
few sentences; we will have to come back to them. But his overall
conception is one of alternate processes and possible outcomes that
are more or less probable, more or less strongly favored by relevant
causes. The typical causal question is not whether a particular event
necessarily followed upon one or more antecedent conditions, but
why a certain historical path or outcome was what it was, and not
something else. A cause is not a sufficient condition for the occur-

3. The Defenestration of Prague took place on May 23, 1618. At a meeting of
Protestant rebels, two Catholic governors “were thrown from a window in the palace
of Prague,” a historical encyclopedia informs us. “They fell seventy feet into a ditch,
but escaped with their lives.” The incident had something to do with the origins of
the Thirty Years War; but T don’t know who gave it its wondertul name.
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rence of the effect; it is a factor that, in conjunction with other
background conditions, is comparatively likely and thus ‘adequate’
to bring about the outcome, rather than other possible alternatives.
The world of the cultural and social sciences is an infinitely complex
network of causal relations among particulars. We explain aspects of
that world by means of probabilistic and counterfactual comparisons
between what has actually happened and what would have happened
in the absence of adequate causes—or conjunctions of causes.

Along with this line of analysis, Weber developed a model of
interpretation based upon the hypothetical attribution of rationality
that dispensed with subjectivist and naturalist assumptions, while
redefining the interpretive process as a form of singular causal
analysis. In the interpretation of past actions, according to Weber,
we begin by supposing that the relevant agents rationally pursued
appropriate ends. The rationality we thus tentatively attribute to
historical actors is typically a form of instrumental, ‘technical,” or
means-ends rationality, although we also project consistency in the
agents’ motives and beliefs—along with coherence in the texts of
the past. What we thus heuristically ascribe to actors in the past is
of course ony rationality. (It is hard to see what else it could be, at
least to begin with.) As we proceed to ‘compare’ the behaviors we
anticipate with the courses of action pursued in reality, we adjust or
supplement our models of rational action to take account of (a)
divergences between our assumptions or modes of reasoning and
those of the agents we seek to understand, and (b) irrational moti-
vations and other intervening factors. Our ultimate objective is to
construct a sct of possibly heterogencous motives and beliefs that
are jointly adequate to account for the behaviors actually observed.
Altogether, the interpretive procedures suggested by Weber closely
resemble the probabilistic and counterfactual reasoning he associ-
ated with singular causal explanation. In that sense, Weber’s model
of interpretation depended upon his account of singular causal analy-
sis, and &oth were needed to spell out an integrated methodology of
the cultural and social sciences.®

4. Ringer, “Causal Analysis.”
5. Ringer, Fields of Knowledge, pp. 18-21.
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The close connection between interpretation and explanation in
Weber’s thought is further illustrated by his recommendation of
‘ideal types’ as heuristic devices. His ideal types are simplifications
or ‘one-sidedly’ exaggerated characterizations of complex phenom-
ena that can be hypothetically posited and then ‘compared’ with the
realities they are meant to elucidate. Often, the ideal types Weber
actually suggested were models of rational action; sometimes, they
were patterns or processes traceable to simplified sets of causes. They
permitted selected elements within causal or behavioral secquences
to be ascribed to specified causes, motives, or beliefs. In any case,
one cannot understand Weber’s doctrine of ideal types apart from
his broader vision of causal analysis and interpretation. For Weber
and for us, in sum, ideal types make sense only to the extent that
they permit the discriminations and counterfactual ‘comparisons’
involved in the construction of adequate interpretations or explana-
tions.

In contrast to some recent commentators, I see Weber as a
clarifier and occasional critic of the German historical tradition, not
as a passive heir. I have elsewhere drawn upon Pierre Bourdieu’s
writings to define the ‘intellectual field” as a constellation of posi-
tions that arc meaningtul only in relation to one another, a constel-
lation further characterized by differences of power or authority, by
the opposition between orthodoxy and heterodoxy, and by the role
of the cultural preconscious, of tacit ‘doxa’ that are transmitted by
inherited practices, institutions, and social relations. Specifying the
vaguce notion of ‘context’ in this way, onc can sce that individuals
may stand in a variety of specific relationships to their intellectual
and social environment.o

Thus all participants in an intellectual field should be expected to
share at least some of the implicit assumptions upon which it rests,
or some element of the pretheoretical ‘habitus’ it tends to perpetu-
ate. Yet especially during periods of instability in the intellectual field
or in the wider culture, mute doxa may be partly replaced by explicit
contests between more or less orthodox and heterodox positions.
At such junctures, the most rigorous and unconventional thinkers

6. Ibid., pp. 1-12.
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will initiate a process of critical clarification. They will seek to codify
and explicate inherited practices, to convert previously mute knowl-
cdge into explicit concepts—and thus also occasionally to exposc as
problematic what was formerly taken for granted. Weber’s project,
in sum, is best understood as a critical clarification of the German
historical and interpretive tradition. He was not just a perpetuator
of that tradition, or its champion in the face of ‘positivism’; nor can
he himself be identified as a “positivist’ in any coherent sense of that
term. Rather, as T hope to show, he was at once a causalist and a
sophisticated interpretationist, and he simultaneously renewed and
transformed his methodological heritage.

Even while trving to ‘locate’ Weber in his intellectual field along
these lines, I will attempt a rational reconstruction of his views in
the light of certain contemporary texts on the methodology of the
human sciences: I will refer to significant present-day accounts of
causation and of rational interpretation. Weber himself explicitly
recommended the ‘ideal typical” use of contemporary models of
rational thought as means of reconstructing the texts and belief
systems of the past. He saw no conflict—as I see none—Dbetween
such ‘presentist’ tactics and the ultimately ‘past-minded’ or ‘contex-
tualist’ aim of rigorous interpretation. Indeed, 1 hope that my
readers will find this essay an aid to their own reflections on the
questions of method it raises.

Finally, a few words are in order about the relationship between
Weber’s methodological theories and his substantive work as a
comparative historian and social scientist. I must concede that in
principle, his theories cannot be fully appreciated apart from his
analytical practice. Even his critical relationship to his intellectual
field was shaped as much by substantive social and cultural consid-
erations as by methodological issues, and vyet this essay will be
deliberately restricted to his methodology. T hope eventually to
move beyond these artificial limitations in further work on Weber.
In the meantime, I want merely to suggest that Weber’s substantive
achievements were thoroughly grounded in his methodological pro-
gram.



ASPECTS OF WEBER’S INTELLECTUAL FIELD

Sometime around 1800, an educational revolution took place in the
German states; it occurred much earlier there than it did in England
or France, and it did so long before the industrial revolution reached
Germany. One clement in this transformation was the emergence of
the research imperative, the expectation that university faculty will
do original rescarch and prepare their students to do the same. The
other crucial component in the revolution was the establishment of
educational and professional qualifications for future secondary
teachers, and the ultimate introduction of similar credentials for
other learned professions as well. In all modern European societies,
advanced education eventually became almost as important a source
of middle-class self-images as wealth and economic power; but this
was true particularly in Germany, where the educational revolution
took place earliest and the industrial revolution followed relatively
late.

The radical renovation of the universities in Prussia and in other
German states during the decades around 1800 assigned an especially
important place to the faculties of arts and sciences, or of ‘philoso-
phy.” The reform movement was inspired by the new German Idealist
philosophy, but also by a neohumanist enthusiasm for classical
Greece and by the ideal of Bildung, meaning education in the sense of
cultivation or personal self-development. While the concept of
Bildung was of course subject to change over time, it came to repre-
sent a fairly stable view of education, and to inform the ideology of the
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German  Bildungsbiivgertnm, the educated middle class. Thus
Bildung always referred to the development of the individual’s per-
sonal potential through an interpretive relationship with great texts.
Roughly comparable concepts emerged in other cultures, but in
Germany, the ethos of Bildung took on an almost metaphysical
pathos. Much of German academic culture, Max Weber’s intellectual
field, can be understood only in the light of the model of Bildung.
Thus the philological and historical disciplines, not the natural sci-
ences, initially defined the norms of rigorous scholarship in nine-
teenth-century Germany. The word Wissenschaft referred to all forms
of systematic knowledge; but a traditional animus against merely
‘utilitarian’ studies tended to identify ‘pure’ Wissenschaft with theo-
retical insight and with Bidung, rather than with practical interven-
tion in the world. In the language of post-Kantian Idealism, the world
exists so that, in coming to know it, the human mind may realize its
potential. And in what came to be the German idea of the ‘cultural
state’ (Kulturstnat), government found its legitimacy in the intellec-
tual and cultural life it sustained and represented. This too was consis-
tent with the norms of Bildung.)

The German Historical Tradition

We can begin to understand the German historical tradition that
Weber continued and clarified by considering the concept of
Bildung as it was used in his time. A persistent model of Bildung
implied that the self-cultivating reader could reproduce or relive
(Evleben) the experiences or ‘values’ embodied in his texts, or that
he could intuitively identify with their authors.2 This subjectivist
vision helped to sustain the claim that learners were totally trans-
formed by the venerated sources in which they immersed them-

1. Ringer, Decline of the German Mandarins for German originals of texts cited
there, see the translation as Dée Gelebrten. For a summary analysis of Bilduny as of
1890-1920, see Ringer, Fields of Knowledyge; for the history of the concept, see esp.
Vierhaus, “Bildung.”

2. This is explicit, for example, in a dictionary definition from the interwar period.
Sce Der grosse Brockbaus, 15th ed. (1928-35) cited in Ringer, Fields of Knowledge,
pp. 95-96.
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selves. Other, methodologically sounder models of interpretation
were eventually evolved, including by Weber himself. Yet what may
be called the principle of empathy long remained a temptation within
the German historical tradition. It dictated, for example, that histo-
rians must ‘put themselves in the place of’ the historical agents they
seek to understand. Indeed, there is nothing wrong with this injunc-
tion, as long as it is understood in a loose and metaphorical sense.
Taken literally, however, it implies a process of empathetic repro-
duction that cannot be communicated or validated. The successful
historian becomes a genius, and her powers a mysterious gift. The
more she succeeds in identifying with agents in cultures other than
her own, morcover, the more she raises what came to be called the
‘problem of historism’ (Historismus): knowing only historically
specific world views, we have no reason to exempt our own values
and beliefs from the contingent flow of historicity.

The other element in the concept of Bildung that helped to shape
the German historical tradition may be called the priuciple of indi-
viduality. The self-cultivating individual was consistently portrayed
as absolutely unique, imbued with a distinctive potential for per-
sonal fulfillment.?3 German theories of advanced cducation thus
diverged sharply from a recurrent French emphasis upon the ‘so-
cialization’ of the younger generation in the light of inherited
norms. Nor was Béildung conceived as the enhancement of a univer-
sal capacity for rationality; it was the development of an incompara-
ble individual. This radical cultural individualism could acquire a
utopian significance. It also encouraged a positive view of both
individual and cultural diversity; this is the implication that attracted
John Stuart Mill to the thought of Wilhelm von Humboldt. Yet the
principle of individuality could also make a mystery of the relation-
ship between the incomparable individual and his group or culture.

Thus the religious historian Ernst Troeltsch, one of Weber’s most
thoughtful contemporaries, placed the “concept of individuality” at
the heart of the German Romantic critique of the “mathematical-
mechanical West European scientific spirit™:

3. Along with notes 1 and 2 above, sce Simmel, “Der Begriff und dic Tragodic
der Kultur,” in his Phalosophische Kultur, p. 248.



MAX WEBER’S METHODOLOGY

The basic constituents of reality are not similar material or
social atoms and vniversal laws . . . but differing unique per-
sonalities and individualizing formative forces. . . . The state
and society are not created from the individual by way of
contract and utilitarian rationality, but from supra-personal
spiritual forces that emanate from the most important and
creative individuals, the spirit of the people or the religious
idea.t

Clearly, the principle of individuality excluded additive views of
aggregates, including political groupings. Moreover, the commit-
ment to individuality in the study of history made a problem of
change. Since ‘mechanical’ causal processes were excluded, change
could only be a teleological unfolding of preexistent potentialities
or an “emanation” of intellectual or spiritual forces.

Given the purpose of this essay, I cannot attempt a full account of
the German historical tradition.> But I can call attention to the
thought of a few significant individuals—or to aspects of their
thought. Leopold von Ranke was commonly regarded as the dean of
nineteenth-century German historians. He attained that status be-
cause he rigorously applied the source-critical methods transmitted
by the philologists to an unprecedented range of historical sources.
He was a great practitioner of the historian’s craft. What he mainly
recommended in his theoretical and methodological writings was a
past-mindedness that recalled the principle of empathy. He wrote of
“placing oneself back into [a given] time, into the mind of a contem-
porary.”¢ In line with the concept of the ‘cultural state,” moreover, he
saw states as the outward embodiments of “intellectual forces,”
“moral energies” that could be understood only by means of “empa-
thy.”” That is why his history of interstate relations took its
significance from the cultural conflicts they seemed to embody.

4. Troeltsch, Naturrecht und Humanitdt, pp. 13-14, cited in Ringer, Decline of
the German Mandarins, pp. 100-101.

5. But scc Ringer, Decline of the German Mandarins, pp. 97-102, and csp. Iggers,
German Conception of History.

6. Ranke, Die grossen Michte, p. 22.

7. Ibid., p. 60.
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At the same time, Ranke persistently championed the principle of
individuality. He not only believed that great statesmen and thinkers
truly stood for, and thus legitimately guided, their nations; he also
saw states themselves as “individualities,” with their own distinctive
“tendencies.”® Indeed, he repeatedly insisted upon the discontinuity
between “the general” and “the particular.” “From the particular,”
he wrote, “you may ascend to the general; but from general theory
there is no way back to the intuitive understanding of the particu-
lar.”® What the historian must start from, therefore, is “the unique
intellectual and spiritual character of the individual state, its princi-
ple.”10 As a profoundly religious thinker, Ranke was able to accept
cach culture and cpoch as utterly distinctive, and yet find meaning
in world history as a whole.

Among nincteenth-century German theorists of history, only Jo-
hann Gustav Droysen equaled Ranke in authority. Having been
available to students in manuscript for some time, his reflections on
history were finally printed in 1882.11 They rested upon a sharp
contrast between explanation and interpretive understanding (Ver-
steben). Droysen associated the latter with intuitive insight, but also
with the recovery of past human actions and beliefs from the
“traces” they have left in the present. Like Wilhelm Dilthey after
him, Droysen distinguished between processes “internal” to the
human agent from their outward “cxpressions.”12 The point of
historical inquiry, he argued, is our need to orient ourselves in the
“moral world,” finding a meaningful link between our past and our
future. Much like Hegel, Droysen insisted that “the state is not the
sum of the individuals it encompasses; nor does it arise from their
wills or exist for the sake of their wills.” Adapting the neohumanist
and Idealist theory of Bildung, he described the course of history as
“humanity’s coming to consciousness.”13

8. Ranke, Das politische Gespriich, p. 25.
9. Ibid., p. 22.
10. Ibid., p. 19.
11. Droysen, Grundriss der Historik, pp. 415-488.
12. Ibid., pp. 422424,
13. Tbid., pp. 435, 441-444.
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Droysen developed some of his views in opposition to H. T.
Buckle’s two-volume  History of Civilization in England
(1858-1801), which sought to transform history in the image of the
natural sciences.!* Droysen sharply criticized this project, partly on
the grounds that it left no room for human agency and free will. But
his main argument had to do with the divide between the scientist’s
search for regularities and the historian’s predominant concern with
the interpretive understanding of the unique and particular: “The
natural sciences . . . see only the same and the unchanging in the
transformations they observe. . . . In the individual being, they see . . .
no more than either a class concept or a mediator of chemical
change. ... They have neither room nora term for the concept of pur-
pose.”15 These formulations begin to suggest how the issues of ‘posi-
tivism’ and determinism appeared to German historians during the
late nineteenth century.

Max Weber did not comment upon the writings of Ranke or
Droysen. But he did review a book closer to his own early research
specialization in economic history. This was a famous 1853 opus by
Karl Knies, a cofounder of what came to be called the ‘older’
German historical school of economics. Following in the footsteps
of Friedrich von Savigny and the German historical school of law,
Knies and a handful of precursors, including Wilhelm Roscher,
launched a tradition in political economy that was distinctively
German in its emphasis upon the historicity of economic institutions
and ideas. The line of thought thus begun was continued by Gustav
Schmoller and other members of the ‘younger’ historical school of
economics.16 Weber himself pursued the work of that school into
an even further generation and era. Knies was thus a central figure
in Weber’s background as an economic historian.

Knies’s methodological point of departure was a rejection of Eng-
lish classical economic theory.l” He utterly repudiated what he called
“the absolutism of theory,” the notion that economic analysis can be

14. Ibid., pp. 451469, esp. pp. 461-468.

15. Ibid., p. 467.

16. For a sketch of the German historical school of economics, see Ringer, Decline
of the German Mandarins, pp. 144-147.

17. Knies, Politische Ockonomie, esp. pp. 1-35, 70-123, 321-355.
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based upon axioms that are independent of time and place. Like
economic institutions and practices, he argued, economic theories
change and evolve along with their broader historical environment.
There can be no exclusively economic field of study, for economic
activity cannot be separated from its political, institutional, and cul-
tural settings, which are products of history. The idea that permanent

2

“laws” of economic behavior can be based upon the generality of
“private egotism” struck Knies as a pure “fiction,” one he rejected on
cthical as well as on methodological grounds. By the same token, the
pursuit of maximal gain by the greatest possible number seemed to
him a false prescription that could have been advanced only where
economic affairs were artificially and reprehensibly separated from the
cthical and political elements in the life of a pcople.18

Insisting upon the relevance of spiritual forces in history and upon
the integration of the economy into the surrounding culture, Knies
had recourse to such entities as the collective “organism™ and the
“character” or “spirit” of a nation. Economic activity, he held, was
just one expression of the unified life of a people. The individual
economic agent was influenced not only by changeable political and
social arrangements but also by his national culture. According to
Knies, in fact, the differences of character among peoples were bound
to grow with the advance of history. Such traits as industriousness and
moderation were developed in divergent degrees by ditferent nations,
who were also variously capable of rising ethically above the level of
raw egotism. Here Knies assigned an important role to religion. He
believed that Christianity had helped to break down obstacles to
exchange across tribal and national boundaries, while also fostering
habits of industry and thrift. And just as a unity of character could be
detected in the actions of individuals, so the collective life of a people
was distinctively shaped by a concordance that could not be reduced
to private or cven collective cconomic drives. 19

The historical existence of a people encompasses the various
spheres of activity as if from a unified core. And precisely

18. Ibid., pp. 19, 343, 354.
19. Ibid., pp. 79-80, 93-98, 106, 109-110, 114, 343, 355.
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because a common spirit permeates all of these, and because
everything particular . . . develops in a concordant total move-
ment, a pcople is something more than a random sum of single
individuals.20

The passage describes a nation as a kind of individual totality.
Knies sometimes wrote of the “causal” interconnections between
economic life and the other elements of a national culture, in-
cluding the state and the religious institutions. Yet he was clearly
uncomfortable with ordinary causal formulations. His problem was
that he equated causal connection with “natural necessity,” with
prediction, and with the universal gencralizations of the natural
sciences. To him and to other German historians, causal explana-
tion was inherently “mazurgeserzlich”: it was explanation in terms
of laws like those of the natural sciences, or nomological explana-
tion in our terms (and Weber’s). Since his theoretical commit-
ments and his scholarly practice excluded such explanation from
the domain of historical economics, Knies hit upon two fairly plau-
sible substitutes. First, he argued that in his field, the action of
causes was not universal, but modified by specific cultural condi-
tions. This accounted for the centrality of “the individual and the
concrete” in history. Second, he claimed that “analogies” might
be discovered where strict laws could not be found. Incomplete
regularities might be detected not only within the several subsec-
tions of a culture, and in the way these subsections affected each
other, but also in the steps or stages that followed one another
in the historical development of nations. Thus both synchronic
and diachronic analogies might do for the economic historian what
laws did for the natural scientist. The two crucial differences were
that analogics held much less strictly than universal regularitics,
and that they permitted the historian to observe and chart differ-
ences as well as similaritics in the evolution of nations. Indeed,
Knies was chiefly impressed by the differences he observed. He
traced the analogies among the various aspects of a nation’s history

20. Ibid., p. 109,
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to the spirit of its people, and he clearly believed in a plurality
of distinctive national characters.2!

Finally, Knies was deeply concerned with the “freedom” of both
individuals and nations to depart from any preestablished patterns.
Although he considered the individual thoroughly rooted in his
culture, he also insisted upon the autonomy of the “personal ele-
ment” in history. It was this commitment to “human freedom” and
the “personal element” that mainly motivated his objection to
nomological causality and to economic laws. Even if regular causal
connections were found to have obtained in the past, he thought,
they did not constrain “frec action” in the future. Thus history
encompassed a realm of freedom as well as a realm of necessity. The
qualities of a nation’s territory might restrict its options, as might
the established character of its people. Yet necessity and causal
regularity in history were always subject to the variability introduced
by the personal element. The historical economist was wise to
consider the natural constraints upon human choices. Yet especially
with the advance of education and morality, he must also do justice
to the realm of human freedom.22

Knies’s works in cconomiic history were still much used in We-
ber’s time, including by Weber himself. The leadership of the
‘younger’ historical school of economics, however, had by then
passed to Gustav Schmoller, who also dominated the famous Social
Policy Association (Verein fir Sovialpolitik). This was a partly aca-
demic and partly public forum for the study and advocacy of mod-
erate social reform. The social policies championed by the
association under Schmoller’s influence came to strike Weber and a
few of his colleagues as problematic. They seemed excessively pater-
nalistic and bureaucratic in tendency; but above all, they rested on
ad hoc policy compromises, rather than fully reflected—and explic-
itly contested—sociocultural objectives. This eventually provoked a
debate about value judgments in scholarship in which Weber played
a leading part. But even before that debate was launched, Schmol-

21. Ibid., pp. 111-116, 339-347, along with notes 17-19, including for the
preceding paragraph.
22. Ibid., pp. 334-341, 352.
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ler’s brand of historical economics was challenged by the Austrian
neoclassical economist Carl Menger, one of the initiators of the
marginal utility theory that has become a fundament of modern
economic analysis.23 In 1883 Menger published a programmatic
tract that set off a bitter and protracted ‘methods controversy,” and
that clearly affected Weber’s later reflections. Menger’s central thesis
was that economic theory should not be confused—and could not
be replaced—esther by historical accounts of economic practices o7
by the practical policy studies Menger termed “political econ-
omy.”24

In specifying his conception of theoretical economics, Menger
raised crucial issues, not only for the historical school of economics,
but for the German historical tradition as a whole. He began by
distinguishing two divergent perspectives upon cmpirical phenom-

cna.

Our cognitive interest is directed either at the concrete phe-
nomena in their position in space and time and at their concrete
interrelationships, or else . . . at the recurrent patterns in which
they appear. The former research direction aims at knowledge
of the concrete or, more correctly, the individual, the latter at
knowledge of the general.2s

Applying these definitions to insist upon the divide between theo-
retical and historical economics, Menger further stipulated that the
“types” and “typical relations” or “laws” observable in the empirical
world are by no means equally strict or invariant in their application
to individual cases. He concluded that the theorist cannot hope to
know the types and typical relations of particular phenomena in their
“full . . . reality,” “their totality and their whole complexity.”2¢
Rather, theoretical economics must be further subdivided into a
“realistic-empirical” and an “exact” branch. The realistic-empirical

23. Ringer, Decline of the German Mandavins, pp. 146-154.

24. Menger, Untersuchungen iiber die Methode, esp. pp. 3-59; see p. 10 for
“political economy.”

25. Tbid., pp. 67, and csp. p. 3.

26. 1bid., pp. 17, 25-26, and esp. p. 34.
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direction may seck to discern “real types” and “empirical laws”; but
these will inevitably be imprecise and subject to exceptions. The
exact direction must analyze complex phenomena into more cle-
mentary constituents and relationships that can be represented in
rigorous and invariant types and laws; but these will rarely (if ever)
be directly applicable to the empirical world. Thus exact economic
theory may posit fully informed, rational, and purely ‘economic’
agents, and to theorize about their behavior, knowing full well that
few (if any) such agents are to be found in real life.2” In the natural
sciences too, as Menger pointed out, empirically observed regulari-
ties are usually not exact, while rigorous and universal laws are
products of analysis and abstraction. (The ideal gas law really s
‘ideal,” and the laws of motion typically ignore friction.) A thought-
tul reader of Menger could hardly fail to miss the questions his work
raised about the fundaments of the German historical tradition.
After all, if the distinction between abstract-but-exact and empiri-
cal-but-inexact regularities was equally relevant to the natural and
the human sciences, then the divide between these two realms might
not be as deep as many believed—and still believe.

The Threat of ‘Positivism’

From the 1880s on, an increasing number of German academics
expressed concerns about the place of their institutions and tradi-
tions in a changing environment. Delayed industrialization in Ger-
many rapidly produced high concentrations of capital. The old elite
of educated notables soon found its influence undermined by the
power of the moneyed bourgeoisic on the one hand and the weight
of the organized proletariat on the other. Along with a particularly
destructive form of ‘interest politics,” rapid urbanization and tech-
nological change threatened the guiding role of traditional culture
and of ‘mind’ itsclf. In sccondary education, ‘realistic’ or modern
schools contested the primacy of the old classical curriculum, while
technical and ‘utilitarian’ studics gained strength at the university
level as well. The ultimate admission of nonclassical secondary

27. Tbid., pp. 35-42.
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graduates to higher education, along with the introduction of com-
mon ¢lementary schooling during the Weimar period, led to enroll-
ment increases at the universities that accelerated dramatically from
the 1870s to the 1920s.

The orthodox majority of the ‘German mandarins’ met these
developments with undisguised hostility. They resisted the ‘influx of
the masses’ into the universities; they condemned the new ‘interest
politics’ and the ‘materialism’ of the masses, using the ‘unpolitical’
rhetoric of the ‘national cause’; they lamented the decline of ‘cul-
ture’ and the rise of spiritually barren ‘civilization.” They saw their
time as one of shallow ‘utilitarianism,” of social ‘dissolution” and
moral ‘decomposition.” Under the Weimar Republic, which they
loathed, many of them preached a ‘spiritual revolution’ against the
new regime and against every aspect of modernity.28

A creative minority among German academic intellectuals, in-
cluding Max Weber, shared some of the concerns of their orthodox
colleagues but responded in a more complex and deliberate way.
They saw that at least some of the changes taking place were
irreversible, and that neither the bureaucratic monarchy nor the
official culture of the Wilhelmian era were perfect expressions of the
German spirit. If they were to assert a guiding influence upon the
newly emerging forces, these ‘modernists’ reasoned, they would
have to adapt their cultural heritage to an inevitably more demo-
cratic age. This was an inherently creative stance, for it required a
critical clarification of both cognitive and normative commitments.
Even tacit assumptions and mute practices had to be converted into
explicit methodological prescriptions if a whole intellectual tradition
was to be selectively ‘translated’ for a new context.

These considerations should help to account for the methodo-
logical discussions that began during the 1880s, and that encom-
passed the revitalization of the Geisteswissenschaften, the humanistic
or interpretive disciplines. Yet the German intellectual field of that
time was also characterized by a widespread revulsion against ‘posi-
tivism,” and against a supposed excess of scholarly specialization.

28. For this social and intellectual context, see Ringer, Decline of the German
Mandarins, esp. pp. 57-59, 73-79, 219-223, 242-250.
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Indeed, many felt that the German academic community itself was
partly to blame for its declining influence, for it had lost much of
what had inspired it during the great decades around 1800. In its
heroic age, German Wissenschaft had been thoroughly interlinked
with the quest for personal Bildung and for a meaningful world view
(Weltanschannng) in the spirit of German Idealism. That connec-
tion had found its last great expression in Georg Wilhelm Friedrich
Hegel’s philosophical system. What followed was a period of in-
creasing specialization, in which Wissenschaft cventually came to
signify no more than an accumulation of routine research.29

Moreover, the period from about 1840 to 1880 saw a great in-
crease in the influence of the natural sciences, both in the academic
world and in the broader culture. As the theoretical and practical
achievements of the sciences attracted public attention, more or less
explicitly scientistic philosophics gained a hearing. During the late
1860s and 1870s, Friedrich Albert Lange and other carly neo-Kan-
tians combined a highly positive view of scientific empiricism with a
critical emphasis upon the active role of the human subject in the
constitution of knowledge. Thus Lange challenged both spiritualist
and materialist metaphysics in the name of Kant’s critique of specula-
tive reason. Along with a strict phenomenalism, Lange urged a rigor-
ous logical distinction between descriptive and prescriptive
propositions, the world of phenomena and the realm of ‘the ideal.’
Klaus Christian Kéhnke has shown how thoroughly the early neco-
Kantians identified scientific empiricism, political liberalism, and so-
cial progress. He has also documented the extraordinarily abrupt
reorientation of German neo-Kantianism between 1878 and 1880, a
shift that was plainly motivated by the need for an ideological defense
of the existing sociopolitical system.30 After 1880 and increasingly
after 1890, in any case, most German academics lamented the ad-
vance of disciplinary specialization, which threatened to separate the
search for knowledge from the aspiration to wisdom. At the same
time, they became determined opponents of ‘positivism.’

29. Ibid., pp. 102-107, 253-258.
30. Lange, Geschichre des Materialismus, esp. pp. iii—xiv, 233-557; Kohnke, Ent-
stehung des Newkantianismus, csp. pp. 233-432.
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Trying to assess the role of ‘positivism’ in the German intellectual
field around the turn of the century, one initially finds it difficult to
locate or define the phenomenon with any precision. There were
few if any serious disciples of Auguste Comte among German
academics. Indeed, to the best of my knowledge, there were no
self-confessed ‘positivists,” at least before the emergence of the Vienna
Circle and its neopositivist program during the late 1920s. Those
accused of ‘positivism’ by its numerous critics were therefore pre-
sumably guilty of unacknowledged fallacies. Chief among these was
the belief that the methods of the natural sciences, especially the
search for empirical regularities, should be extended to the social
and cultural studies as well. Popularizers of scientistic visions and
orthodox Marxists were natural suspects. But even unreflected re-
search practices could be considered positivist if they naively envis-
aged a theory-free accumulation of ‘basic facts,” or if they were
guided by a strong causalist program, aiming at ‘objective’ explana-
tions and neglecting ‘subjective’ or interpretive insights.3!

Woodruft Smith has described a strand of thought in the German
cultural and social sciences that may reasonably be termed ‘positiv-
ist,” or even ‘naturalist.” In his consideration of the period from the
1840s to the 1920s, Smith follows a few selected academics and
publicists who were active in fields somewhat removed from the
mainstream of interpretive and historical studies on the one hand,
and of Idealist philosophy on the other. These men were influenced
by such scientist-philosophers as Rudolf Virchow and Wilhelm Ost-
wald. For the period around the turn of the century, Smith focuses
upon the human geographer Friedrich Ratzel, the anthropologist
Adolf Bastian, the historian Karl Lamprecht, and above all the
psychologist Wilhelm Wundt, undoubtedly the dominant figure
within the so-called Leipzig Circle.32 Wundt was important because
he embodied the prestige of the strong psychophysical tradition in
German experimental psychology, and he apparently regarded psy-
chology as a foundation for the human and social sciences generally,
implying the reducibility of the mental to the psychological or

31. Ibid., pp. 295-301, and pp. 308-309 for the Vienna Circle.
32. Smith, Politics and the Science of Culture.
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physiological. As we shall see, Weber repudiated not only Wundt’s
species of psychologism but also Wilhelm Ostwald’s scientistic phi-
losophy, which in any case found few converts among German
university faculty.

The large majority of German academics outside the natural
sciences deeply distrusted scientistic viewpoints that implied a meta-
physics of mechanistic determinism or ‘materialism.” Indeed, they
rejected any mechanical, ‘atomistic,” or otherwise reductionist analy-
ses of organic or ‘teleological’ processes, complex mental states,
cultural meanings, or social wholes. During the 1880s and 1890s,
the critical project of the early neo-Kantians was superseded by the
more ‘constructive’ neo-Kantianism of the Baden or southwest
German school, which was led by Wilhelm Windelband and Hein-
rich Rickert. Here is how Windelband described the difference
between the early, purely “critical’ neo-Kantians and his own later,

more ‘doctrinal’ direction.

This [early] agnostic neo-Kantianism . . . had a decided bias
toward positivism. . . . The empiricist epistemology that was
read into Kant . . . confused Kantian a priority with psychic

priority [and thus] ended by leaning again toward David Hume
on the one hand and toward Auguste Comte on the other. But
... this had never been . . . intended by Kant: he always saw
his ‘critical task’ . . . as a prelude to ‘doctrinal’ work. The
epistemology that partly identified itself with his name, how-
ever . . . [amounted to the] abandonment of all Weltan-
schanung based on Wissenschaft. And in this . . . empiricism, a
certain naive materialism probably also played a confused and

unconscious role.33

Though not without meaning, the passage shows how broad the
charge of ‘positivism” could be. It not only encompassed a critique
of naive empiricism; it was also launched in the name of a doctrinal
commitment to post-Kantian Idealism. From the 1890s on, in

33. See Ringer, Decline of the Gevman Mandarins, pp. 305-307, esp. p. 307 for
the quote from Windelband, Die Philosophic im dentschen Geistesleben, pp. 83-84.
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short, ‘positivism” figured in the German intellectual field as a major
threat to sound scholarship in an age of excessive specialization, and
as an obstacle in the path of a sorely needed renewal of Idealism. To
the orthodox mandarins, positivism was a kind of intellectual acid,
a potentially disastrous dissolvent of holistic concepts, traditional
beliefs, and socially integrative certainties.

For German historians, the issues discussed under the heading of
‘positivism’ became particularly acute during the controversy
aroused by the publication of the first volume of Karl Lamprecht’s
German History in 1891. Repudiating the predominant emphasis
upon the state and the role of great individuals in the German

| “cultural his-

historical tradition, Lamprecht proposed an integra
tory” that gave attention to everything from economic conditions
to interpersonal relations and popular culture, while also drawing
heavily upon the history of art and architecture. In a 1905 collection
of lectures, Lamprecht urged the replacement of narratives organ-
ized around “heroes” with comparative analyses of changing “con-
ditions.” His early interest in economic history may have earned him
the tendentious reproach of “materialism.” His mature program for
“modern™ scientific history, however, was based upon an over-
arching theory of “psychic differentiation.” He saw the individual
progressing from an initially total integration into the clan, via
looser ties to the community, family, and social group, toward
increasing interpersonal differences, individual autonomy, and self-
awareness. In a sequence of distinctive “cultural epochs,” humanity
thus moved from the “symbolic” age, through the “typical” and
“conventional” periods, to the modern era of “individualism™ and
“subjectivism.”34

Lamprecht was interested in the early anthropologists and soci-
ologists; but his chief methodological commitment was to the psy-
chology of Wilhelm Wundt. He explicitly characterized history as
“applied psychology,” especially social psychology. While “psychic
differentiation” was presumably a singular trend, Lamprecht ob-

34. Now basic on Lamprecht is Chickering, Karl Lamprecht. See also Ringer,

Decline of the German Mandavins, pp. 302-304; Lamprecht, Mederne Geschichtswis-
senschaft.
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served regularities in the “psychic mechanisms” of cultural epochs
and of the “transitions” between them. As one epoch gave way to
its successor—or an earlier to a later phase of “subjectivism,” older

Y

modes of thought and feeling underwent “dissociation,” while a
wealth of new stimuli, intruding from the cnvironment, gradually
converged in a new psychic “dominant” or “synthesis.” Thus the
subjectivist era at first entailed an “increase in the activity of the
nervous system” and a new “susceptibility to stimuli” (Reizbarkeit).
Once fully developed, however, the standpoint of the self-conscious
subject permitted the organization of chaotic sensations into formed
experience; adapting Kant’s usage, Wundt referred to this transfor-
mation as one of “apperception,”35

Lamprecht traced the antecedents of his approach to Herder’s
idea of a ‘people’s soul,” to Wilhelm Heinrich Riehl’s studies of folk
culture, and to Jakob Burckhardt’s documentary analysis of art. He
apparently believed that these precursors of cultural history could
not have given adequate attention to the “social psyche” before the
modern individual had begun to emerge. In tracing the second
phasc of the subjectivist epoch to the stimuli provided by urbaniza-
tion and rapid technological change, he evoked the psychological
pressures of modernity. This allowed him to move on with remark-
able ease to the “search for a new dominant,” the “yearning of the
age” for a new morality, a new Weltanschanung or religion, the
displacement of artistic naturalism by a new “idealism,” and the new
primacy of the humanistic disciplines. He promptly detected a gen-
cral revulsion against “planlessly individualistic rescarch . . . for its
own sake,” and a demand for a wider analytical perspective. This he
found in the “methodological axiom” that the “innermost psycho-
logical processes” must be uncovered and “traced back to general
laws, whether of psychological mechanics or of an evolutionary
psychology or biology.” These formulations begin to suggest a
reductive psychophysical naturalism.36

Roger Chickering has pointed out that Lamprecht’s German
History was riddled with errors and inconsistencies. Reading his

35. Ibid., pp. 1-2, 15-16, 18, 4445, 49, 56, 62, 65.
36. Ibid., pp. 3-4, 9-14, 48, 62-64, 74-76.
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lectures today, moreover, one is struck by the looseness of his
evocative descriptions, in which virtually anything could be inte-
grated into a broader ‘psychological’ dynamic—and thus ‘explained’
at will. Lamprecht’s theoretical apparatus was utterly unfalsifiable
and plainly gratuitous in relation to the empirical findings he so
effortlessly compounded. In any case, his program struck most of
his colleagues as subversive, not only in its methodology but in its
social and political implications as well. He was deservedly criticized
for his slovenly scholarship, and he was suspected of “economic
materialism” even by the usually moderate Friedrich Meinecke. The
conservative nationalist historian Georg von Below went a good
deal further. Using a range of weapons from the anti-’positivist’
arsenal, he associated Lamprecht’s approach with Enlightenment
rationalism, narrow empiricism, cosmopolitanism, and English his-
torical positivism. He noted that champions of democracy and the
masscs welcomed cultural history, while more representative histo-
rians continued to emphasize the state, the nation, and the holistic
concepts developed by the German Romantics.?” Altogether, Lam-
precht found few supporters within the German historical profes-
sion. Indeed, it proved so easy to repudiate him as a dilettante and
a ‘positivist’ that he almost certainly retarded the opening to the
social sciences that was beginning to transform historical studies in
France by the turn of the century.38

In 1902 Eduard Meyer, a highly respected and innovative histo-
rian of antiquity, wrote a methodological essay that was certainly
affected by the Lamprecht controversy, and that later drew a critical
response from Weber. Meyer scoffed at the “modern” direction in
historiography, which insisted on imitating the natural sciences. He
was particularly offended at the equation of history with “applicd

kil

psychology,” the emphasis upon “mass” phenomena, social collec-
tivities, and the “typical” or “general,” rather than the “singular”
and “individual.” What the scientistic historians ignored, according
to Meyer, was the “free will” of the human agent and the role of

“ideas” in history. In the face of such modern fallacies, Meyer

37. Ringer, Decline of the German Mandarins, p. 304.
38. Ringer, Fields of Knowledge, pp. 263-282.
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reasserted the importance of free action in pursuit of chosen ends,
along with the role of “chance” in historical development.3Y

Like Knies before him, Meyer apparently believed that causal
relationships between events could only be based upon the natural
necessity of deterministic laws. Yet as a practitioner, he found it hard
to escape the conviction that “accidents” and deliberate actions do
shape historical outcomes. Like Knies, he sought to escape this
dilemma by means of ad hoc adjustments that were uncqually
coherent and consistent with each other. Perhaps in history, discov-
erable regularities were loose “analogies”—that could be affected by
the intervention of human agency or of sheer chance. Or, if reality
was a vast system of intersecting causal chains, an ‘accident’ might
be defined as a member of a chain not presently under study, a storm
during a naval campaign, for example. At the same time, so Meyer
believed, the whole antithesis between necessity and contingency
could be restated as the difference between a completed and an
ongoing sequence of events. Once events have taken place, we must
accept them as necessary effects of their antecedents. While matters
are still in flux, however, we may consider particular developmental
paths as more or less probable, while also acknowledging that
consequences we anticipate may be altered by intervening “acci-
dents” or freely chosen actions.#0 Finally, Meyer welcomed Heinrich
Rickert’s insistence upon the historian’s primary interest in the
unique and the singular.

In an essay on the emergence of quantum theory during the
Weimar period, Paul Forman has noted a “tendency among Ger-
man physicists and mathematicians to reshape their own ideology”
in line with that of their colleagues outside the natural sciences, and
actually to join in the widespread “repudiation of positivist concep-
tions of the nature of science.” Indeed, Forman suspects that the
“intuitionist” direction in mathematics and the “movement to dis-
pense with causality in physics, which . . . blossomed . . . in Ger-
many after 1918, was primarily an cffort by German physicists to
adapt the content of their science to the values of their intellectual

39. Meyer, Zuy Theorie und Methodik der Geschichte, pp. 3-11.
40. 1bid., pp. 13-28.
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environment.” It is Forman’s sense that many ‘German mandarins’
strenuously repudiated the very idea of causality, which they
cquated with “suffocating determinism.” “If the physicist were to
improve his public image,” Forman writes, “he had first and fore-
most to dispense with causality, with rigorous determinism, that
most abhorred feature of the physical world picture.”#! The link
between causality and determinism was certainly a major factor in
the antipositivist reaction that apparently grew in intensity from the
1890s to the early 1930s. German academics outside the natural
sciences first began to refer to a “crisis of culture” before the turn
of the century; by the interwar period, many also believed in a
“crisis of Wissenschaft” or of learning. The word “crisis” simultane-
ously signaled the dangers of ‘positivism’ and the emergence of a
new “idealism™ in philosophy and the humanities. By the 1920s,
the “philosophy of life” (Lebensphilosophie) and the quest for cog-
nitive “synthesis” and intuitive insight led to outright flirtations
with irrationalism, at least in some quarters.42 In its origins during,
the 1880s and 1890s, however, the renewal of the humanistic
disciplines was a substantial and potentially creative enterprise,
which we must now consider.

The Revival of the Humanistic Disciplines

In 1883, just as Menger launched his critique of German historical
economics, the Berlin philosopher Wilhelm Dilthey published his
Introduction to the Humanistic (or Interpretive) Disciplines (Geist-
eswissenschaften). His purpose was to codify the concepts and meth-
ods of these disciplines, particularly as they contrast with those of
the natural sciences. While human beings as psychophysical or bio-
logical entities are part of nature, Dilthey held, practitioners of the
interpretive disciplines deal essentially with the human mind and
spirit (Geist), as it has expressed itself in the historical world. They

41. Forman, “Weimar Culture, Causality, and Quantum Theory,” pp. 4, 7, 14,
17-18, esp. p. 4.

42. Ringer, Decline of the German Mandavins, pp. 245-248, 360-374, 379-389,
392-393, 398-400, 412-417.
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do not seek regularities or ‘laws’; nor are they intent upon the kind
of knowledge that permits the ‘mastery’ of the environment. Their
attention is directed to the unique—and to freely chosen action.
While human motives certainly affect historical outcomes, Dilthey
argued, they differ radically from other causes of change. Human
agency can only be understood ‘from the inside,” in terms of inten-
tions and beliefs. The study of anthropology may facilitate the work
of interpretation. But the Geisteswissenschaften must ultimately be
grounded in a “descriptive and analytical psychology” that does not
rely on psychophysical laws, or on other reductive or ‘explanatory’
tactics.*3

The project Dilthey thus initiated in 1883—and in an 1894
essay on descriptive psychology—did not reach its maturest form
until 1907, with his Construction of the Histovical World in the
Geisteswissenschaften, which was further elaborated in subsequent
vears. In a classic statement of the interpretive position, Dilthey
here worked with a threefold scheme of “immediate experience”
(Erleben, Evlebnis), “Expression” (Ausdruck), and “interpretive un-
derstanding™ (Verstehen). He was particularly emphatic about the
primacy of immediate awareness. Our ‘lived’ experience, he stipu-
lated, is an initially unanalyzed complex of present sensations,
memories, and anticipations, of perceptions, intentions, and evalu-
ative oricntations. The fullness of this vital totality provides the
raw material for any observations we may articulate, transform into
organized experience (Erfabvung), and possibly integrate into the
cognitive frameworks of the various disciplines. This part of
Dilthey’s thought inspired what came to be called ‘philosophy of
life> (Lebensphilosophie). It also affected Dilthey’s own further
reflections in important ways. Above all, Dilthey always believed
that Nacherleben, the empathetic reproduction of an immediate
experience, played a role in the genesis of interpretive under-
standing. A primitive form of Versteben, he suggested, might be
a virtually unconscious—though culturally conditioned—insight

43. Dilthey, Einleitung in die Geisteswissenschafien, csp. book I, pp. 3-120; sce
key passages on pp. 5-6, 9-17, 26-38, 64-68, 90-92, 116. Sec also Dilthey,
“Ideen,” pp. 139-240. Dilthey traced the word Geiszeswissenschaften to John Stuart
Mill; Weber noted its use in German by Hermann von Helmholtz in “Knies,” p. 44.
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into the meaning of gestures, facial expressions, and simple ac-
tions. 44

Yet even while retaining this subjectivist view of empathetic un-
derstanding, the mature Dilthey also developed a more complex
account of Verstehen. To capture the sense of reconstructing human
meanings from their manifestations, he loosely adapted the
Hegelian terminology of ‘objectification.” Texts, artitacts, and insti-
tutions of all kinds can be considered externalized or ‘objectified’
traces of ‘mind’; the interpreter’s task is to reconstruct the historical
world from such objectively available traces. Human understanding
can be most easily achieved on the basis of intellectual commonali-
ties, or within a language community; but the languages of other
cultures can be learned as well. Among the possible objects of
interpretation, Dilthey distinguished the expression of an immedi-
ate experience, a purposive human action, and a purely intellectual
construction or judgment. Even with respect to immediate experi-
ence, he suggested, we seek the ‘distanced’ articulation of objective
knowledge (Erfabrung). Actions, of course, are understood in
terms of motives and intentions. The most interesting aspect of
Dilthey’s late work, however, was his attempt to explicate the in-
terpretation (Verstehen, Auslegung) of what he called intellectual
“structures” or “patterns of thought.” His point was that we can
understand such products of mind as legal codes and mathematical
theorems by retracing the reasoning on which they are based. The
way in which the parts of a text are related to form a coherent
whole, too, may be rationally reconstructed with some degree of
reliability. As an objectification of mind, Dilthey noted, a text
becomes independent of the author’s psyche; it is integrated into a
set of texts that jointly form an intellectual context or a tradition.
The relationship among texts is onec of mutual adaptation and
influence (Wirkungszusammenhang), which extends over time,
right to our own day. For we live in a historical world of inherited
meanings.

44 Dilthey, Aufban der geschichtlichen Welt, chs. I1 (“Der Aufbau .. .”), III (“Plan
der Fortsetzung zum Aufbau . . .7), pp. 79-220, esp. pp. 84-88, 130-162, 197,
205-220, including for what tollows. Sce also Ermarth, Dilthey, csp. pp. 3-178.
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While fascinating in their scope, Dilthey’s formulations—and re-
formulations—never became fully clear. Perhaps his difficulty
stemmed from his overriding commitment to the separation of the
humanistic studies from the natural sciences. He continued to sce
psychophysical man as a part of nature, while also conceding the
impact of natural processes upon the choices open to historical
agents. Nevertheless, he contrasted the ‘freedom’ of the human
mind with the lawfulness of nature. Indeed, he identified causal
relationships with nomological (naturwissenschaftlich) laws and
with necessity, which made him all the more anxious to dissociate
intellectual influence from causal connection.4% History is “imman-
ently teleological,” he wrote; human purposes and values are real-
ized in the network of meanings and intellectual influences that
make up the historical world. Verstehen provides access to the ‘inner’
connections within that world, which further distinguishes the hu-
manities from the natural sciences. The historian is interested not in
regularitics, but in individualities, including distinctive cultures,
national spirits, and epochs defined by great individuals. Finally,
Dilthey never lost his conviction that empathy is an element in
interpretation. Versteben, he wrote, always contains “something ir-
rational.”

Some of the positions Dilthey thus fully articulated after the turn
of the century were actually anticipated by the sociologist and
philosopher Georg Simmel as early as 1892, even before Dilthey
developed his case for a descriptive psychology. This is important,
though often overlooked, because Simmel ultimately influenced
Weber much more directly than Dilthey did. Simmel’s short treatise
on Problems in the Philosophy of History itself was revised and ex-
panded in 1905, perhaps partly in response to further analyses by
the philosophers Wilhelm Windelband in 1894 and Heinrich Rick-
ert in 1896 and 1902. Yet in all essentials, Simmel’s argument was
complete by 1892. Like Dilthey, Simmel focused upon the relation-
ship between inner “movements” of the “soul” and their outward
expressions. In all human interactions, he noted, we presuppose
mental states in others; we infer their thoughts and feelings from

45. See esp. Dilthey, Aufbau, p. 197.
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their actions and gestures, reasoning from visible “effects” to inner
“causes.” Asking how historians achieve their understanding (Ver-
stehen) of past human behaviors and beliefs, Simmel assigned a
special place to the “theoretical contents of thought,” which can be
reconstructed independently of the intentions of their originators.
Obviously, much greater difficulties arise in the understanding of
subjective states. Interpreters may never fully grasp emotions be-
yond their own prior experience, Simniel believed; but seme degree
of insight is apparently possible even with respect to largely unfa-
miliar feelings. While insisting that we can know human history in
a way that we cannot know nature, Simmel firmly rejected the
notion of understanding as a kind of telepathic reproduction. The
historian’s ability at least partly to identify with others, he argued,
is not a fact but a heuristic assumption, onc that allows us to begin
the process of interpretation at all. In the end, Simmel was prepared
to admit that our methods of Verstehen are still something of a
mystery to us.46

In a particularly interesting chapter, Simmel addressed the issue
of “laws in history.” Following Hume, he defined a law as the
assertion that the occurrence of a set of facts is invariably followed
by certain consequences. But in the world we know, he continued,
many processes converge at particular times and places, and the
events we observe succeeding each other are extremely complex. We
cannot judge whether they are lawtully linked, unless we first analyze
them into their component elements. Thus we can conclude in favor
of an invariant connection between an element (a) in a total state
{a, b, ¢] and an element (al) in a total state {al, bl, ¢1} only if the
clement (a) is followed by (al) even in such different total states as
{a, d, ¢} and {al, dl, cl}. Simmel further argued (1) that we cannot
expect to analyze a complex state into a// its elementary constitu-
ents, and (2) that such complex states will almost certainly not recur
with exactly similar components. A fully lawful connection between

two historical events as totalities is therefore effectively impossible.

46. Simmel, Probleme dev Geschichtsphilosophie, pp. 1-33, esp. pp. 1, 4-6, 14-17,
20-21. Citations are from the 1892 edition, although Weber sometimes cites the
sceond cdition of 1905.
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Simmel’s purpose, clearly, was to undermine the vision of history as
a sum of strictly deterministic regularitics. He saw scientific laws as
‘ideal,” and thus different in logic from descriptions of particular
events. History, he wrote, is not a “Gesetzeswissenschaft,” a no-
mological science, but a “Wirklichkeitswissenschaft,” a discipline con-
cerned with concrete realities. The borderline between these two
kinds of inquiries did not seem to him unbridgeable; but he insisted
that historical knowledge is of great human interest quite inde-
pendently of the scientific search for universal regularities.*”

Having effectively excluded invariant laws in history, Simmel was
prepared to recommend recourse to more loosely conceived ‘laws.”
By way of example, he cited such statistical regularities as suicide rates
in given societies. He observed that we can arrive at rough generalities
about such phenomena without knowing much about the particulars
they aggregate. He also mentioned the ‘law’ of ‘differentiation,’
which asserts a generally increasing specialization of functions and
traits among human beings through the ages. Imperfect laws, he
argucd, should be expected to conflict on occasion; but they are
nonetheless useful in the organization of data, in the identification of
“typical” developments or relationships, and as preliminary steps
toward more exact knowledge. One is reminded of Menger’s distinc-
tion between abstract-but-exact and empirical-but-inexact regulari-
ties. But Simmel drew an even sharper line between all empirical
approaches to history, and inquiries into its ‘meaning’ or ‘purpose.’
Perfect knowledge ot all historical processes, he observed, would still
fail to reveal their ultimate significance. Whether historical change
adds up to “progress,” for example, can only be decided on the basis
of extra-historical judgments. Nevertheless, historical studies must be
guided by concerns about the human significance of the issues taken
up, for the complex realities of the past cannot simply be enumerated.
Historians must have questions to put to their data.48

Weber owed much to Simmel; but he also benefited from a new
line of analysis that began with Wilhelm Windelband’s famous

47.1Ibid., pp. 34-70, esp. pp. 34-44, 54-56, 60, 64-65 (43 for “Wirklichkeitswis-
senschaft”).
48. Ibid., pp. 71-109, esp. pp. 71-72, 81-84, 92.
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rectoral address of 1894 on “History and the Natural Sciences.”
Windelband’s ideas were subsequently refined and elaborated by
Heinrich Rickert, a younger member of the Baden or southwest
German school of neo-Kantians. Windelband opened his case by
assigning to philosophy the task of logically clarifying the concepts
of the specialized disciplines. By way of example, he criticized the
conventional division of the empirical studies into the natural sci-
ences and the humanistic disciplines. He observed that this divide
was based upon the “material” or substantive difference between
‘nature” and ‘mind’ as subject matters; but he instanced psychology
to show that the separation was sometimes hard to maintain. In its
place, he proposed a “formal” or methodological distinction. The
empirical disciplines usually identified as humanistic, interpretive, or
historical, he argued, scck “fully and exhaustively” to describe a
“single, more or less extended event” at a particular location in time.
The “cognitive purpose” of these disciplines is to “reproduce and
understand” a “form of human life” in its “unique actuality.”
Mecthodologically, the empirical disciplines in fact fall into two
groups: the Gesetzeswissenschaften pursue “nomothetic” knowledge
of the general in the form of invariant “laws”; the Lreigniswissen-
sehafien strive for “idiographic” knowledge of singular patterns or
events. Windelband held that the same sct of phenomena can be
studied in both the nomothetic and the idiographic mode, and that
the borderline between the two approaches is not absolute. Even
organic nature as we know it can be both nomothetically systema-
tized and considered a singular development not likely to be re-
peated on other planets.49

In the context of a partly ceremonial lecture, Windelband richly
claborated the difference between the two types of knowledge. He
pictured historians bringing back to life the persons and events of
the past in their full “individuality” and “immediacy” (A#-
schanlichkeit). From the mass of their source materials, he contin-
ucd, they try to extract “images” of human lives in the “whole
wealth of their distinctive forms.” The natural sciences, by contrast,

49, Windclband, “Geschichte und Naturwissenschaft,” in  Prialudien,
pp. 355-379, esp. pp. 357, 361-364.
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deal in “abstractions™; they give us a “world of atoms” that is
“colorless,” devoid of all “sensuous qualities,” a “triumph of
thought over perception.” The application of “positivist” principles
to human affairs yields no more than a few trivial generalities.
Nomothetic laws do offer us a chance to intervene in the world. But
the cultural life of humanity is an cver richer fabric of historical
connections, and we can participate in it only if we understand its
development. In any case, empirical particulars are nor of interest
only to the extent that they can be subsumed under general laws,
but also if they form significant components of a vital “totality”
(Gesamtanschaunng). At any rate, Windelband insisted, our deepest
concerns and commitments direct our attention toward “the singu-
lar and the unique”; “all our value orientations are grounded in the

. . Incomparability of our subject. . . . That is proven above all by
our relationship to the (great) personalities.”50

Windelband conceded that historical explanation depends in prin-
ciple upon nomothetic laws, especially the laws of psychology. In
practice, to be sure, historians rely mainly upon their informal insight
into human nature, their “tact” and “intuition.” Above all, as Win-
delband insisted, nomothetic knowledge can never really account for
the distinctive patterns of real events: “[For] in causal analysis, every
particular event takes the form of a syllogism, in which the major
premise is a scientific law, or a number of lawful necessities, the minor
premise is a condition given in time, or a complex of such conditions,
and the conclusion is the actual singular event.” Thus sets of condi-
tions always figure among the antecedents of subsequent events, and
the total state of the world can be deduced only from the conjunction
of its prior state and the laws of change. For Windelband, it followed
that the historically and individually given always contains a remnant
of the “ineffable” and “undefinable.” The “innermost essence of the
human personality,” for example, “resists analysis into general cate-
gories.” We experience its final “incomprehensibility” as “causeless-
ness” and “individual freedom.” In any case, laws and events remain
ultimately incommensurate objects of knowledge.5!

50. Ibid., pp. 369-374.
51. Ibid., pp. 375-378.
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As a theoretician of the German historical tradition, Windelband
shifted the focus from what I have called the principle of empathy to
the principle of individuality. He virtually ignored not only ‘no-
mothetic” psychology but Dilthey’s reflections upon the humanistic
disciplines as well. As we shall see, Weber himself firmly opposed
attempts to reduce the study of human affairs to the search for
psychophysical regularities, which he considered forms of ‘natural-
ism” or ‘psychologism.” Moreover, he showed little sustained inter-
est in Dilthey’s ‘descriptive’ psychology or in his account of
empathetic ‘reexperiencing.” To be sure, Weber’s methodological
position was formed before Dilthey’s most interesting work was
published. It is widely believed that Weber extended the interpretive
theories of Wilhelm Dilthey, and in a very broad sense, this view is
not unreasonable. Nevertheless, Weber certainly learned less from
Dilthey than from Simmel. Indeed, while Windelband’s vision of
‘idiographic’ knowledge certainly interested Weber, it also raised
difficulties that Simmel had largely avoided. Two years before Win-
delband’s address, Simmel had distinguished the nomological sci-
ences (Gesetzeswissenschaften) from the disciplines concerned with
concrete reality (Wirklichkeitswissenschaften). Moreover, he had rec-
ognized the ‘ideal’ character of strictly universal generalizations, the
possible uses of statistical regularities, and the impossibility of ex-
plaining particular events as totalities.

Simmel had thus protected himself against the most serious flaw
in Windelband’s position, which was precisely his tendency to treat
idiographic particulars as totalities. What can it mean to say, after
all, that the historian must ‘fully and exhaustively” describe an event,
to ‘reproduce and understand’ a human situation in its ‘unique
actuality,” ‘individuality,” or ‘immediacy’? How can a given fact be
said to be significant as an element in a ‘totality’>—The ‘conclusion’
of a syllogism in which laws and conditions figure as major and
minor premises surcly cannot be an ‘actual singular event,” but only
an event as defined or described in a certain way. For one can never
exhaustively describe or explain an event or a state of the world. To
discuss an event at all—or to point up its ‘uniqueness,” we must first
characterize it in a way that picks out the aspects or features that
interest us—or that we want to contrast or explain. This may be
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called the problem of description. Elaborating upon Windelband’s
essay of 1894, Heinrich Rickert took up this problem, along with
related issues, in his 1902 Limits of Scientific Conceptualization 52
Rickert’s difficult and occasionally elusive work—and the way in
which Weber adapted it to his own uses—will be our subject in the
next chapter.

52. Rickert, Grenzen der naturwissenschaftlichen Begriffsbilduny. Citations will be
from the first complete edition of 1902, although the first three chapters of the book
were initially published in 1896.
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Max Weber read Rickert’s Limits of Scientific Conceptualization
soon after its publication in 1902, as he reported in a letter to his
wife: “I have finished Rickert. He is very good; in large part I find
in him the thoughts I have had myself, though not in logically
finished form. I have reservations about his terminology.”! These
sentences are sometimes taken to show that Weber closely followed
Rickert in his methodological views. Yet the passage also refers to
Weber’s own prior reflections, as well as to reservations he considers
terminological. This leaves room for divergent interpretations. In
any case, the best way to assess Weber’s intellectual debt to Rickert
is at least briefly to take up the two men’s relevant arguments.

Rickert’s Position and Its Problems

According to Rickert, the world is an infinitely extensive set of ob-
jects, each of which is infinitely subdivisible, so that we confront an
‘extensively” as well as ‘intensively” infinite ‘manifold’ of particulars.
Obviously, our knowledge cannot be anything like a copy or a repro-
duction of reality; indeed, we cannot know any object or event in all
of its aspects. To comprehend reality is thus conceptually to simplify
and to transform it in the light of a cognitive strategy. The strategy of

1. Marianne Weber, Max Weber: A Biggraphy, trans. H. Zohn (New York: Wiley,
1975), p- 260.
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the natural sciences is to analyze objects into their simpler compo-
nents, trying to arrive at elementary constituents, while also subsum-
ing selected aspects of reality under universal generalization or ‘laws’
that hold independently of time and place. The most successful sci-
ences work not only with elementary particles but, even more typi-
cally, with such deterministic generalizations as the laws of
mechanics, which deal with relationships rather than with ‘things.’
The disadvantage—or limitation—of scientific conceptualization, in
Rickert’s view, is that it leaves behind the immediate concreteness
(Amschanlichkeit) of ordinary experience in order to achieve the co-
herence embodied in its hierarchy of invariant laws: “We can immedi-
ately experience reality; but . . . as soon as we try to grasp it by mcans
of the natural sciences, we always lose exactly what makes it reality.”
For Rickert, it followed that the infinite manifold of reality may also
be approached with a cognitive strategy other than that of the natural
sciences.? Like Windelband before him, Rickert found fault with the
traditional division of the academic specialties into the natural sci-
ences and the humanistic disciplines (Geisteswissenschaften). In a tra-
dition begun by Hegel and revitalized by Dilthey and others, the
Geisteswissenschaften were held to deal énterpretivelywith the world of
‘mind.” Rickert did not object to this usage, which he thought would
endure in practice. What he opposed, however, was a substantive or
ontological divide between the realms of physical nature (Narur) and
of the mental or psychic (Geist, Psyche). Instead, expanding Windel-
band’s antithesis between ‘nomothetic’ and ‘idiographic’ knowledge,
he recommended a logical distinction between the disciplines search-
ing for universal scientific (raturgesetzlich) laws and those interested
in the ‘individual’ or singular. The flaw in the traditional divide was
exposed by the anomaly of psychology, which could be pursued from
both the perspective of the natural sciences and that of the humanistic
disciplines. According to Rickert, Dilthey was misled into a hopeless
quest for an immediate knowledge of the psychic, in which the
inescapable gap between the inquiring subject and the subject of
inquiry was imagined away. In the meantime, at least partly successful
work was being done in the species of psychology that Dilthey rightly

2. Rickert, Gremzen, pp. 33-146, 228-248; p. 238 for quote.
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rejected as a basis for the Geisteswissenschaften. The search for psycho-
physical laws was well under way, and so was the attempt to identify
such simple constituents of psychophysical processes as sensations
and associations. The only consistent division of the cognitive realm,
in short, was that between the generalizing sciences and the disci-
plines concerned with historically given particulars or ‘individuals.”3

To designate the main alternative to the natural sciences, Rickert
used the term ‘history’ (Geschichtswissenschaft); but he specifically
meant the history of particular objects and events, of “concrete and
individual configurations.” History, in Rickert’s view, is concerned
with what occurred at specific times and places, with the singular
and unique, with personal as well as collective ‘individuals,” and with
human beings, events, and objects that have proper names.

All empirical reality . . . becomes nature when we consider it
with regard to the general; it becomes history when we con-
sider it with regard to the particular. Every discipline has its
point of departure in immediately experienced reality.

The last sentence is important, for it reaffirms that reality itself
cannot be reproduced. To illustrate the point, Rickert commented
upon the widely held view that the great individuals resist generali-
zation. According to Rickert, this is true simply because they are
real. Thus it is wrong to isolate the great personalities as ‘irrational’
elements in the historical process. One has to recognize, rather, that
all of reality is ‘irrational” in the sense that it cannot be encompassed
by our concepts. Nevertheless, Rickert clearly believed that history
comes much closer than the natural sciences to conveying the
fullness of our ordinary relationship to the world. In that sense,
history is what Simmel said it was: a discipline dealing with reality
(Wirklichkeitswissenschaft)

3. Ibid., pp. 147-225.

4. Ibid., pp. 248-264, esp. pp. 250, 255, 258-260. The reader will recall that
Windelband had distinguished ‘nomothetic’ sciences from ‘idiographic’ disciplines
dealing with events (Eveigniswissenschaften); but the contrast between law-seeking
Gesetzeswissenschaften and Wivklichkeitswissenschaften had first been suggested by
Simmel.
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Of course, as Rickert conceded, the methodological divide be-
tween the natural sciences and the historical disciplines is not abso-
lute. Elements of history—and singular developments—can be
found in biology, in evolutionary theory, in geology, and even in
astronomy. Conversely, historians often use at least limited gener-
alizations, or what Rickert called ‘relatively historical’ concepts. In
sociology, even social life is approached with the aim of formulating
significant generalizations. Yet as Rickert insisted, even relatively
historical concepts always serve the historian’s principal interest in
the unique, and the more sociology models itself upon the natural
sciences, the less its findings apply to historical realities. More im-
portant, it is only the ‘relatively historical’ that lends itself to
scientific conceptualization, never the great historical personalities,
tfor example. Ignoring his own recurrent warnings against a tempt-
ing simplification, Rickert identified the “absolutely historical” with
“reality itself”; but this was presumably a rhetorical exaggeration.?

Unable fully to reproduce reality, in fact, history can treat only
small segments of it, segments that are significant in their singular-
ity. Many of the ‘individuals’ of interest to the historian have proper
names, as Rickert pointed out; but since none can be totally de-
scribed, general terms are required to characterize them. Thus the
historical ‘individual’ is a construct, not a concrete person, object,
or collectivity; but the general terms used to represent it are meant
to point up its distinctive qualities, rather than those of its traits that
lend themselves to generalization. The only way to conceive a
‘historical individual,” according to Rickert, is by means of a neces-
sarily evaluative assessment of the cultural significance of that singu-
lar person, object, or event. (Historians of modern Germany are
interested in the fact that Frederick William IV refused the crown
offered him by the Frankfurt Parliament; they do not care who made
his coats.) Historical concepts may thus be termed ‘teleological’; for
they define the ‘individual’ in the light of certain values. Most of the
objects of historical study encompass mental events, or the interac-
tion between mental and physical processes, which partly justifies
the term Geisteswissenschaften. Yet the central role played by cultural

5. Ibid., pp. 264-304, esp. p. 295.
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values and culturally significant ‘historical individuals® suggests that
the alternative to the natural sciences is more appropriately named
the ‘historical study of culture’ (histovische Kulturwissenschaft), or
simply history.¢

While mainly concerned with the particular, the historian must
also search for causes, for the world is an infinitely complex network
of singular causal connections. Having said that, however, Rickert
strenuously dissociated the interrelationships among “historical indi-
viduals’ from the necessary connections implied by deterministic
laws. On occasion, he actually equated “causal explanation” with

(2%

“nomological (naturwissenschafilich) explanation,” which “ex-
presses a ‘necessary’ connection . . . a law . . . of absolutely universal
validity.” But his main point was that the mutual influences among
historical individualities are neither necessary nor deducible from
invariant laws. Like carlier theoreticians of the German historical
tradition, he fled the specter of determinism, leaving himself the
problem of articulating an alternate model of singular causal expla-
nation. But he never really succeeded in this task. He had no trouble
cxcluding the scarch for nomological laws as a goal of historical
inquiry. He was also able to distinguish the concept of ‘causal law’
from what he termed the ‘causal principle,” the Kantian account of
causality as a presupposition of all empirical knowledge. But this
distinction cannot help the historian to identify particular causal
connections. At one point, Rickert cited the sound made by a table
when hit, presumably to suggest that certain causal connections may
be directly perceived. Possibly echoing Simmel, he further supposed
that insight into the link between two events can be derived from
the knowledge that some of their constituents are lawfully related.
As a last resort, he even conceded that some singular causal claims
may be deduced from causal laws. But this undercut his carlier
arguments, leaving him to repeat merely that the search for regulari-
ties is not the historian’s main concern.”

Rickert himself, mecantime, was mainly concerned with the prob-
lem of values. To begin with, he distinguished value judgments from

6. Ibid., pp. 305-339, esp. pp. 309-310, 325-326, 339.
7. Ibid., pp. 128-129, 307-308, 409-436, 706-736, esp. p. 129.
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judgments of value relatedness. Without making value judgments in
their own behalf, he argued, historians may judge certain ‘individu-
als’ to be culturally relevant or value related—or actually construct
them with a view to their relationship to cultural values. Thus two
rescarchers may differ in their values and yet agree that some singu-
lar object or issue is culturally significant. Of course such agreement
in turn depends upon seme shared values, which tends to undermine
Rickert’s distinction. At any rate, as Rickert argued, the values
involved in the historian’s judgments must be general in some sense.
But values are evolved by human beings living in communities; they
are cultural values. Thus values may be empirically general in two
ways: they may be commonly accepted as valid cither in the histori-
ans” own cultures or in the cultures they choose to investigate.
Rickert wrote of intellectual ‘centers,” human beings of the past
whose commitments and ‘volitions’ help historians to orient their
accounts of given cras and to select the particulars to be included in
them. Finally, Rickert suggested that values can be considered nor-
matively general if they ought to be recognized as such by all
educated persons within a culture.8

Unfortunately, several of Rickert’s formulations do not stand up
to close examination. On the one hand, he offered a valuable
distinction between “primary’ and ‘sccondary’ historical ‘individu-
als.” ‘Primary historical individuals’ derive their significance directly
from their relationship to cultural values, whereas ‘secondary his-
torical individuals,” though not value related, are cansally relevant to
‘primary historical individuals’ or ‘intellectual centers.” Rickert fur-
ther pointed out that causal interconnections branch off from any
singular configuration in such numerous and endless chains that
causal analysis too must be delimited in the light of cultural values.?
On the other hand, as noted, Rickert’s judgments of value related-
ness do not remove the need for underlying value judgments.
Moreover, the distinction between values held in the historians’
own cultures and those held in the cultures they study is problem-
atic, because it fails to specify how the commitments and ‘volitions’

8. Ibid., pp. 356-372, 389-390, 560-588.
9. Ibid., pp. 474—480.



MAX WEBER’S METHODOLOGY

of past ‘intellectual centers’ are known to the historian. Rickert here
either tacitly accepted the view that the past can be directly under-
stood ‘in its own terms’; or he forgot that the ‘intellectual centers’
he mentioned must first be selected—or constructed—as significant
in the light of the historians’ own values. Nor is it clear that every
historian writing within a given culture will share all the values
prevalent in that culture; beliefs in such matters are rarely homoge-
neous, which raises questions even about the empirical ‘generality’
of value commitments in the historian’s own cnvironment. Even
more damaging, finally, is Rickert’s tendency to confound values
that are shared in fact with values that eught to be respected by
educated members of a cultural group. The grounds for such obliga-
tory commitments would have to be specified, and could only lie in
the absolute validity of the values involved.

These problems are particularly serious because Rickert equated
the objectivity of bistorical acconnts with the general validity of the
values that guide them. Historians attain the highest possible de-
gree of “objectivity,” he argued at one point, if their judgments
of significance are informed by values that are empirically valid,
being generally accepted by a certain circle of persons. What re-
mains in doubt is only their unconditionally general validity, the
counterpart in the historical disciplines of unconditionally universal
truths in the sciences. While acknowledging that the absolute va-
lidity of cultural norms cannot currently be demonstrated, Rickert
suggested that on a ‘supra-empirical plane,” they may be posited
as orienting édeals in the individualizing disciplines. Thus historical
accounts will change, along with the empirical values of the his-
torians’ cultures; but they may nevertheless converge, along with
the universal history of human culture, toward some unified set
of transcendent values. The standpoint from which Rickert ad-
vanced these speculative claims was that of a transcendental sub-
jectivism, in which the supra-individual subject was a valuing as
well as a knowing one. He repeatedly emphasized that truth itself
has to be posited as an unconditional value in the realm of science
and learning.10

10. Ibid., pp. 631-642, 660-694, esp. p. 631.
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Rickert’s work was an element in the Baden neo-Kantians’ project
for a philosophical ‘theory of value.” Even more broadly, it was a
product of the crisis in German academic culture. As Rickert indi-
cated in his introduction, he meant to counter the threat of positiv-
ism and to aid the revival of idealism. Thoughtless specialization and
the impact of scientific models, he believed, had left a deficit in the
realm of personal Bzldung. By once again extending philosophy
beyond the narrow field of epistemology, he hoped to contribute to
the recovery of a theoretically grounded Weltanschanung. While he
claimed that his methodological remarks were as pertinent to eco-
nomic history as to the old Rankean historiography, moreover, he
repeatedly attacked the emphasis of some historians upon “typical”
or “mass phenomena.” Against these aberrations, he persistently
championed the historical significance of “great men,” chiefly
Goethe and Bismarck. He even managed a glancing blow against
the new “sociology” as an “impoverishment” of Wissenschaft.1!

Like Windelband, Rickert virtually ignored the problem of inter-
pretation. Indeed, this may help to explain his tacit assumption that
historians can be guided by the values of the cultures they study. He
apparently failed to consider Simmel’s early suggestions on this
subject, while the mature work of Dilthey was not yet available to
him. When he wrote about interpretation at all, at any rate, he
restated the most crudely subjectivist account of “understanding” as
a “reexperiencing” or an “empathetic identification” (Nacherleben,
Hineinleben, Hineinfiiblen). Historians as writers, he suggested,
should evoke the concrete fullness of reality, bringing the past back
to life, so that their readers may reexperience it. When dealing with
Goethe or Bismarck, for example, narrators should include personal
traits even when these are not directly relevant, so as to capture the
vitality of lived experience.12

Again like Windelband, Rickert was primarily a theoretician of
‘individuality,’ rather than of interpretation. At least in principle, he
used the term ‘individual’ (Individunm) to designate not only
persons but also singular objects and events. At the same time, he

11. Ibid., pp. 7, 10-14, 18-22, 332, 360361, 595.
12. Ibid., pp. 383, 385, 540-543.



MAX WEBER’S METHODOLOGY

regarded every individuality as utterly unique—and as culturally
significant precisely in its uniquencss. In following out this perspec-
tive, he ultimately insisted upon the indivisibility of what he called
the ‘in-dividual’ (In-dividuum). By way of cxample, he cited the
name of a famous diamond, which was clearly most valuable in its
undivided state. He also compared the relationship between Goethe
and an ordinary person to that between the famous diamond and a
piece of coal. He did not explain how the physical division of a
diamond resembled the conceptual analysis of a person, whose
several traits might be unequally relevant to a particular historical
account. Perhaps he never fully dispelled the illusion of a fully
reproducible reality, at least when it came to great personalities. A
“thing” is divisible, he suggested, a “soul” is not.13

Extending the metaphor of individuality, Rickert urged that his-
torical development be conceived neither as ordinary change nor as
progress, but as a movement through unique stages that is value
related not only in its elements, but also as a whole. Historical ages
and groups, too, are unique and ‘teleologically” significant constel-
lations of unique particulars. Rickert contrasted this holistic ap-
proach with the “atomizing individualism” of the Enlightenment,
in which society might appear a mere aggregate of identical mem-
bers—and thus ultimately a “mass phenomenon.” The historical
whole, he argued, is more than the sums of its parts; it is their
“essence” (Inbegriff). Luther was German, but not as a member of
the class of Germans. Rather, he helped to define the ideal of the
‘German,” which was further enriched by Gocethe and Bismarck.
Thus the concept ‘Germans’ doces not refer to an average, but takes
its meaning from the unique characteristics of great individuals.
And in the same way, a cultural milieu or the spirit of an age is
shaped by the leading minds, whose insights only gradually pene-
trate “the masses.”14 If Weber learned anything from Rickert,
which remains to be seen, it was surely not this crude historical
idealism.

13. Ibid., pp. 342-352, 357-358.
14. Thid., pp. 307-308, 393-395, 398400, 405-406, 436-474, 482-484,
496-500.
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Weber’s Adaptation

Weber wrote his methodological essays explicitly as a reflective
practitioner of the cultural and social sciences (Wissenschaften), not
as a philosopher. Disavowing any interest in epistemological ques-
tions, he proposed more generally to leave all technically philosophi-
cal issues to the trained ‘logicians,” chiefly Simmel, Windelband, and
Rickert. Although he ended by criticizing certain theories advanced
by Eduard Meyer, the distinguished historian of antiquity, he joined
Meyer in urging his readers not to overestimate the significance of
methodological analysis. While it might protect them against loosely
‘philosophical’ speculations of a certain type, it certainly could not
take the place of scerious substantive work. An increased interest in
methodology becomes understandable and legitimate only when
changes occur in the concerns and perspectives that inspire research
in the historical and social studies. Such changes may at first lead
only to new questions being asked and new sources consulted; but
they will eventually raise deeper conceptual problems as well.
Clearly, Weber believed that the tensions in his own intellectual field
were scrious cnough to explain and justify his practitioner’s interest
in methodological issues.15

Just as clearly, Weber followed Rickert in the overall framework of
his own position. Like Rickert, he rejected the division of the empiri-
cal disciplines according to their objects, along the boundary between
the physical and the psychic, or ‘nature’ and ‘mind.” More consistent
than Rickert in this respect, he avoided the temptation to define the
humanistic disciplines in radical opposition to the natural sciences.
Still, the starting point of his methodological reflections was Rickert’s
characterization of reality as an extensively and intensively infinite
manifold of objects and events ‘within’ and ‘outside’ us. Since our
knowledge cannot be anything like a total reproduction of that mani-
fold, we need deliberate strategies of simplification or selection. In
Simmel’s terminology, Weber distinguished the nomological sci-
ences (Gesetzeswissenschaften) from the disciplines dealing with reality
(Wirklichkeitswissenschafien). The former disciplines abstract from

15. Weber, “Objektivitit,” p. 146, note 1; “Studien,” pp. 215-218.
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the concreteness of ordinary experience in search of causal laws; what
is significant or worth knowing in these disciplines is what can be
subsumed under class concepts. The laws sought arc universal in
scope—and correspondingly low in concrete content. Weber sus-
pected even members of the German historical school of believing
that reality can be fully deduced from a system of universal laws. But
this must be false, for there is a gap between the abstraction of the laws
and the concreteness of reality. In fact any singular constellation of
particular circumstances can only be traced to the preceding constel-
lation, as Simmel had recognized. In history and in the cultural
studies (Kulturwissenschaften), including the social sciences (Sozial-
wissenschaften), according to Weber, the reduction of events to laws
is largely irrelevant, zot because change is less lawful in this domain
than in nature, but because knowledge of social laws is not knowledge
of social reality, and what is significant about social reality depends
primarily upon our cognitive interests.16

The Wirklichkeitswissenschaften, including history and the cultural
sciences, seek knowledge of reality in its qualitative particularity and
uniqueness. They deal with a small fraction of the world’s objects and
events, namely those that are significant and worth knowing precisely
in their distinctiveness. Weber noted that some historians apparently
aim at a concept-free description of the entire past. But such a project
can only yield an endless list of unconnected propositions; for the
elements of the infinite manifold cannot be exhaustively enumerated.
We must construct concepts that selectively organize reality, “solaz-
ing’ descriptions that pick out what is significant in the light of our
concerns. For even Rickert’s ‘individuals® cannot enter historical ac-
counts as totalities, but only in certain of their traits. The concepts
that figure in the ‘sciences of reality’ do not focus upon what can be
subsumed under class concepts, but upon what is distinctive. To
know history is thus to know neither timeless laws nor the past as a
whole; it is to know what is significant and worth knowing about the
past in its characteristic individuality.17

16. Weber, “Roscher,” pp. 3-5, 12-13; “Objektivitit,” pp. 171-172, 180;
“Stammler,” pp. 321-322.

17. Weber, “Roscher,” pp. 5-6, 14; “Objektivitit,” pp. 170-171, 177-178;
“Studien,” pp. 230-232, 239-240.
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Moreover, we want to understand the significant ‘individuals® of
the past as parts of a universal network of singular causal connec-
tions. Particular links in this network arc themsclves concrete, rather
than general, and some of them involve interpretable human actions
as causes or effects. In such cases, our need for causal understanding
is not satisfied by evidence of recurrent sequences of behavior; we
want to grasp the meaning, ‘point,” or sense (Sinn) of an action. So
we must interpret in order to explain. In any case, the particular
causal connections that interest us are not usually instances of causal
laws. Weber observed that many historians automatically equated
causality with lawfulness, and often with determinism as well; he
cited Schmoller and Below as examples. In opposition to this view,
Weber insisted upon the historian’s predominant interest in singular
causal analysis, in which particular historical outcomes are explained
in terms of specific causal antecedents. Indeed, following Rickert,
Weber distinguished ‘primary’ historical facts, which are significant
in their own right, from ‘secondary’ historical facts, which figure
among the causes of primary facts. In response to certain examples
provided by Meyer, Weber further acknowledged that historians are
often concerned with particulars that serve as clues to broadly
prevalent conditions, shared beliefs, or patterns of action. Neverthe-
less, he rejected Meyer’s inclusive definition of the historical as the
causally cffective; for the causal connections of the past too are
infinitely numerous, and many historical outcomes are plainly trivial.
Therefore, no matter what heuristic means historians or students of
culture may draw upon, they still need judgments of significance to
identify the individual outcomes they seck to explain. In these
formulations, Weber clearly continued to pursue Rickert’s lead.18

Yet Weber did not take the divide between the ‘sciences of law’
and the ‘sciences of reality’ quite as seriously as Rickert did. He
regarded the distinction as an important theoretical clarification, but
he was also aware of its limitations in practice. Early in his critique
of Meyer, he proposed to begin by discussing the historian’s typical

18. Weber, “Roscher,” pp. 8-9, 23; “Studien,” pp. 233-244, 257-261. Weber’s
critique of Meyer was less sympathetic than it might have been; for Meyer had
conceived past as well as contemporary outcomes as explananda. Still, Weber rightly
pointed to the ultimate need for extra-historical judgments of significance.
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emphasis upon particular events, but then to take up the use of rules
and laws in the study of society as well. As we already noted, he
knew that singular historical facts can be significant as symptoms or
instances of more gencral conditions. In the same vein, he explicitly
stipulated that the cultural sciences are sometimes concerned with
mass phenomena of a partly lawful type. He saw laws and observed
regularities as cognitive means in the historical and cultural disci-
plines, even while insisting that the aém of these disciplines is to
understand objects and events that are significant in their individu-
ality. Indeed, statements to this general effect can be found in
Rickert’s writings as well; but they are given comparatively more
weight in Weber’s essays, simply because Weber wrote with a view
to the practice of historical and social analysis.1?

Revealing differences of emphasis also separated Weber’s from
Rickert’s account of value judgments in the cultural and social
sciences. Weber certainly accepted Rickert’s overall view that more
or less conscious judgments of significance guide historians in the
choice of their objects of study. To investigate the cultural world is
to select from the infinite manifold of reality in the light of human
interests: “Culture is a finite segment of the senseless infinitude of
the world process that has been invested with meaning and
significance from a human point of view.” The imputation of cul-
tural significance is a presupposition, not a result, of research in this
domain; Weber never wavered from that position. But again he
weakened or ignored some of the technicalities of Rickert’s theory.
Thus Rickert had tried to sustain an inherently problematic distine-
tion between judgments of ‘value relatedness’ and outright value
judgments, whereas Weber largely equated the two. Rickert had
argued that the values inspiring historians might be ‘empirically
general’ either in their own cultures o7 in those they investigated,
without specifying how the beliefs of other cultures could be estab-
lished in advance of any research. Weber gave much thought to the
problem of understanding other cultures, but he left no doubt that
the normative commitments guiding social scientists are necessarily
their own. He saw that scholars will want to work on topics that

19. Weber, “Objektivitit,” pp. 176-179; “Studien,” p. 216.
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seem to them of universal significance, and that their relevant prefer-
ences will tend to reflect those of their intellectual environment. Yet
he acknowledged that their interests might be partly personal as
well. He thus bracketed several of Rickert’s complexities, and con-
cluded simply that work in the cultural sciences depends upon
‘subjective presuppositions,” which affect our judgments of what is
significant and worth knowing. In a justly famous passage, he cx-
cluded the possibility of a stable system of concepts from which
cultural reality can be deduced. Instead, he expected the viewpoints
inspiring historical and social inquiry to be renewed again and again,
unless an ‘ossification’ of intellectual life puts an end to inquiry
itself.20

This brings us to the first crucial difference between Weber’s and
Rickert’s methodologies of the historical and cultural sciences: for
Rickert, the quest for ‘objectivity’ in these disciplines is tied to the
more or less general validity of the cultural norms that shape judg-
ments of value relatedness; for Weber, by contrast, such judgments
are inevitably ‘subjective.” According to Weber, ‘objectivity’ in the
cultural and social sciences is therefore attainable only in the form
of well-founded empirical observations and causal claims about some
aspect of cultural reality, norin the ‘subjective’ concerns that initially
favor particular lines of inquiry.

It certainly does not follow (from the ‘subjectivity” of the values
inspiring scholarship) that research in the cultural disciplines
can only have results that are ‘subjective’ in the sense that they
are valid for some and not for others. What changes, rather, is
the degree to which they interest some and not others.

The point is central for Weber; he made it again and again, and yet
it is all too often evaded or misunderstood. Here, for emphasis, is
what he wrote about singular causal claims.

[The causal] attribution is undertaken, in principle, with the
aim of being an ‘objectively’ valid truth of experience . . . and

20. Weber, “Objektivitit,” pp. 175-184, esp. p. 180; “Studien,” pp. 251-256.
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only the adequacy of the evidence determines . . . whether that
aim is actually reached. . . . What is ‘subjective’ in a certain . . .
sense is not the determination of the historical ‘causes’ for a
given ‘object’” of explanation, but the delimitation of the his-
torical ‘object’ . . . itself; for that is decided in terms of value
relations, the ‘conception’ of which is subject to historical
change.

These passages surely demonstrate that Weber considered it possible
to reach objectively valid claims in the cultural and social sciences,
despite the subjectivity involved in the selection and delimitation of
their objects of study. Of course one can ask whether Weber was
right or wrong in this opinion, and we will return to that question.
In the meantime, there can be no doubt about the radical diver-
gence between Rickert’s and Weber’s positions on at least one
decisive problem of method.2!

As a matter of fact, there were other, equally important differences
as well. First, Rickert developed no fully coherent account of singular
causal relationships, although he echoed Simmel and put forward a
number of undeveloped suggestions on the subject. Weber, by con-
trast, offered a distinctive model of singular causal explanation that
drew upon the work of the physiologist and statistician Johannes von
Kries and upon a whole tradition in German legal theory. Stephen
Turner and Regis Factor have most recently commented upon We-
ber’s concepts of ‘objective possibility’ and ‘adequate causation,’
which freed him from the widely accepted equation of causal explana-
tion with deduction from deterministic laws.22

Second, Rickert had almost nothing to say about the interpreta-
tion of actions and beliefs, and what he did say simply perpetuated
the primitive view of ‘understanding’ as an empathetic identification
or ‘reexperiencing.” Here Weber was probably inspired by Simmel,
rather than by Rickert. In any case, he developed a sophisticated and
still compelling model of interpretation.

21. Weber, “Objektivitit,” pp. 183-184, including for first quote; “Studien,”
pp. 261-262, esp. p. 261.
22. 'Turner and Factor, Weber, esp. pp. 119-135.
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Third, one cannot imagine Weber’s methodological stance apart
from his doctrine of ‘ideal types,” which had no antecedent in
Rickert’s philosophy. As Friedrich Tenbruck has argued, this vital
element in Weber’s conceptual apparatus almost certainly owed
more to the work of Carl Menger than to any other source.23

Fourth, Weber was a consistent and passionate champion of
‘ethical neutrality” in scholarship and vniversity teaching. Wilhelm
Hennis has rightly urged us not to consider Weber’s preoccupation
with this issue a purely theoretical one. It grew partly out of his
political and personal involvement in the controversies within the
Social Policy Association. It also reflected his critical attitude toward
aspects of the German university system, and his deepest commit-
ments as an educator.24 What is most noteworthy about Weber as a
mcthodologist, however, is his determination to reconcile ‘subjec-
tivity” in the delimitation of research problems with ‘objectivity’ in
the results obtained.

It is hard to understand and impossible to accept the view that
Weber was essentially a follower of Rickert, a view proposed by
Thomas Burger and fully developed by Guy Oakes. Oakes is particu-
larly puzzling on the subject, since he concedes that Rickert’s for-
mulations were often imprecise or flawed. Nevertheless, he seems to
conclude that Weber can be blamed for failing to resolve problems
in Rickert’s philosophy that were presumably inescapable, and not
just misconceived.25 My own view is closer to those of Dieter
Henrich, H. H. Bruun, and W. G. Runciman. In his still classic
analysis of Weber’s methodology, Henrich emphasizes Weber’s lack
of interest in epistemological issucs, his commonsense realism about
the past, and his indifference to Rickert’s obsession with the possi-
bility of transcendentally valid cultural norms. Runciman suggests
that Weber overstated his debt to Rickert, while understating his
obligation to other precursors, particularly Simmel. Runciman also
believes that Weber still made too much of the issue of value
relevance in the historical and cultural sciences. He observes that all

23. Tenbruck, “Genesis der Methodologie.”
24, Hennis, “Volle Niichternheit.”
25. Burger, Max Weber’s Theory; Oakes, Weber and Rickers.



MAX WEBER’S METHODOLOGY

systematic knowledge depends upon some presuppositions, includ-
ing the assumption that knowledge is worth having. Moreover,
natural scientists too somectimes deal with singular phenom-
ena—and choose their objects of study in partly or wholly arbitrary
ways.26 But while this criticism of Weber may be partly justified, the
problem of defining what is to be described and explained is surely
substantially more serious in the cultural than in the natural sciences.

Weber and Rickert also differed in their overall attitudes toward
the issues raised during the crisis of German academic culture.
Rickert single-mindedly opposed ‘positivism’ and championed the
new ‘idealism.” He was not only preoccupied with the irrelevance of
‘mass phenomena’ and the importance of ‘great men’ in history; he
also developed holistic accounts of historical developments and
social groups as unique constellations of unique particulars, if not as
‘essences.” But Weber consistently repudiated such notions. More
generally, Weber’s reaction to the controversies of his day was not
as one-sided as that of Rickert—and certainly more complex than
some commentators have recognized.

Against Naturalism, Holism, and Irrationalism

One way to approach Weber’s methodological orientation is to ask
what viewpoints he opposed. Many of his relevant writings, after all,
were critical essays. It seems only natural to ask what positions he
most consistently repudiated. And in fact, his critical targets easily
fall under the three main headings of ‘naturalism,” organic holism
or essentialism, and ‘“irrationalism.” Under the heading of ‘natural-
ism,” Weber opposed doctrines that most of his contemporaries
called ‘positivist.” Following Rickert in this respect, he traced the
root of various naturalistic fallacics to the belief that the scarch for
universal laws is the only legitimate aim of knowledge, and that the
cognitively significant is therefore identical with the recurrent and
the lawful. Despite the resistance of German philosophical Idealism
and of the German historical schools, Weber wrote, the dramatic

26. Henrich, Einbeit der Wissenschaftslebve; Bruun, Science, Values, and Politics,
esp. pp- 95-120; Runciman, Critigue.
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success of the natural sciences in the century of Darwin fostered a
dogmatic commitment to the single cognitive strategy of abstracting
from reality what can be subsumed under predictive generalizations.
This cognitive commitment further suggests both that the singular
as such is not worth knowing, and that reality may be fully deduced
from universal laws. The typical naturalist assumes, more or less
consciously, that the state of the world at any time can be known in
its infinite complexity—and apart from the equally endless complex-
ity of the preceding state.2?

Also under the heading of ‘naturalism,” Weber attacked a form of
reductionism he (conventionally if unfairly) traced to Comte’s no-
tion of a ‘hierarchy of sciences.” This was the thesis that the more
‘general’ disciplines near the bottom of the cognitive ‘hierarchy’
always provide the theoretical foundations for the ‘higher,” more
complex disciplines, a thesis that again implies a single cognitive
aim, as well as the deducibility of particular realities from general
laws. Weber’s most explicit repudiation of this view was more
specifically a critique of the chemist Wilhelm Ostwald, a member of
the scientistic Leipzig Circle that also included the psychologist
Wilhelm Wundt and the historian Karl Lamprecht. Ostwald pro-
vided Weber with an ancillary account of ‘naturalism’ as a dilet-
tante’s attempt to raise the insights of his particular discipline, most
often a natural science, to the status of a Weltanschanunyg, a partly
evaluative overall view of the world. The various forms of Social
Darwinism were perfect examples of this syndrome.28

In the case of Ostwald’s ‘cnergetic’ theory, the relevant thesis
made it the twofold aim of culture (1) to maximize the availability

> and (2) to optimize the conversion of ‘raw’ into

of ‘raw energy,
‘usable’ energy. On the basis of this stipulation, Ostwald was able
not only to discern ‘progress’ in history, but also to recommend
such strategies as the minimization of social conflict through legal
regulation. To all this, Weber reacted in scathingly critical terms, not

only as a methodologist, but also as a pedagogue and a critic of

27. Weber, “Objektivitdt,” pp. 172-174, 186-188.
28. Weber, “Energetik,” pp. 400-401, 406407, 411-413, 422423, 425-426,
including for the following paragraph.
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contemporary culture. He observed that the most ‘energetically’
efficient machine was the unaided human body—and that artistic
activity was clearly ‘wasteful.” Fairly or not, he portrayed submission
to the cxisting power relations as maximally ‘cfficient’ in Ostwald’s
scheme; freedom of thought was surely inconsistent with the tech-
nological utilitarianism of ‘energetic’ theory. Finally, Weber strenu-
ously objected to Ostwald’s exclusively instrumental view of
knowledge as a means of manipulating the environment.

Prominent among the naturalistic reductions that Weber sought
to discredit was the doctrine that interpretations of human actions
and beliefs can be deduced from the laws of psychology. He did not
mean to cxclude the possibility that psychologists or biologists
might some day clarify the relationship between the mental and the
physiological; in the meantime, he regarded the two as conceptually
separate realms. Like all other disciplines, he thought, the cultural
sciences are grounded in ordinary experience, not in psychophysical
axioms. Historians and social scientists develop and refine their
terms and methods in the light of their own cognitive strategies.
They must often draw upon the knowledge accumulated in other
fields, including psychophysics, psychiatry, and the whole spectrum
of the natural sciences. Nevertheless, their relationship to these
other disciplines is by no means simply deductive.2?

A more specific target of Weber’s attack upon ‘psychologism’ was
the view held by several prominent historical economists, including
Schmoller and Lujo Brentano, that the Austrian theory of marginal
utility was an application of a psychophysical law. Brentano explicitly
claimed that the declining utility of added increments of a good
could be deduced from the so-called Weber-Fechner law, also
known as the ‘basic’ law of psychophysics. According to that law,
added increments of a physical stimulus call forth decreasing sensory
responses or discriminations. (The difference between weights of 51
and 52 pounds is harder to ‘feel” than that between weights of 1 and
2 pounds.) Weber could find no more than a vague analogy between
this psychophysical finding and the marginalist model in neoclassical
economics. He pointed out that the personal ‘needs’ weighed by the

29. Weber, “Objektivitit,” pp. 173, 188-189; “Knies,” p. 57.
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economic agent of marginalist theory are not simply physiological,
and that the weighing takes place in the context of scarce means and
‘market” competition. The economic agent is engaged in purposive
rational action, not in reflex reactions to physical stimuli. Like
Menger, Weber saw economic theory as a hypothetical construct
rather than an empirical generalization; it predicts how the ‘ideal’
economic man will act under certain specified circumstances, not
how individual or even average human beings can be expected to
behave in complex situations. The analytical tactics pursued by the
theoretical economist thus differ radically from those of the German
psychophysical tradition.30

In a further example of ‘psychologism,” Wilhelm Wundt himself
advanced a thesis that vaguely resembled Ostwald’s ‘energetic’
speculations. Wundt argued that in certain causal relationships,
the effects are somehow ‘contained’ in the causes. In certain cul-
turally relevant psychological processes, however, ‘creative synthe-
ses” convert ordinary antecedents into dramatically new and
culturally ‘higher” or more significant phenomena. Needless to say,
Weber was not impressed with this all-too-convenient thesis, or
with Wundt’s even broader ‘law” about the long-term ‘growth of
psychic energy.” While objecting to the confounding of causal
claims with value judgments, he pointed out that the formation
of a diamond is no less or more ‘creative’ than the transformation
of a prophet’s intuitions into a new religion. He grouped Wundt’s
‘psychologism’ with naturalistic meta-theories based upon mechan-
ics or biology. What he particularly disliked about such expansions
of disciplinary insights intc Weltanschanungen was the false aura
of scientific exactitude that clearly enhanced their popularity. Al-
together, Weber had little respect for the Leipzig Circle, which
of course included Lamprecht along with Wundt and Ostwald.
In some of his letters, as well as in published footnotes and asides,
he expressed contempt for Lamprecht’s “psychologizing concep-
tual dialectics” and his vision of history as applied social psychol-
ogy. Onc finds it hard to decide what irritated him more about

30. Weber, “Grenznutzlehre,” pp. 384-397; sce also MWG I1/5, pp. 333,
578-579.
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Ostwald, Wundt, and Lamprecht: their scientistic pretensions or
their hopeless dilettantism.3!

Some scholars sce Weber strictly as an opponent of naturalism or
‘positivism’; but this is a one-sided view. In fact he also questioned
major assumptions of the German historical tradition and of the
historical school of economics. Along with naturalism, he distrusted
every form of methodological holism, organicism, or essentialism, all
of which were problematic outgrowths of the principle of individual-
ity. His position on these subjects emerges clearly enough in his
commentaries upon Wilhelm Roscher and Karl Knies, two founding,
fathers of the older historical school of economics. Both Roscher and
Knies treated peoples or nations as organic totalitics, rather than as
organized groups of individuals. Hypostatizing the ‘soul’ of a people,
they were able to make it the ‘cause’ of the sociohistorical patterns
they actually observed. In trying to avoid the isolation of economic
practices from the rest of a nation’s culture, they ended by assigning a
peculiar guiding force to the ‘spirit’ of the people. That spirit became
a metaphysical entity, an essence that could serve as the source ofits
expressions or ‘realizations.” Weber saw traces of Hegelian thoughtin
this line of argument, which he called ‘emanationism’ (Emanatis-
mus). My own sensc is that it was a surrogate for more ‘mechanical’
models of change, which were excluded by the principle of individu-
ality. I also believe that the word ‘essentialism’ will do in place of
‘emanationism.” In the case of Roscher, the syndrome became oddly
linked with the search for ‘laws” of historical development. As Weber
noted, the pertinent generalizations had to be about the ‘class’ of
nations discussed by economic historians; indeed, they had to deal
with parallels in the ‘life cycles’ of these ‘individualities,” about stages
in their evolution and eventual decline. Fortunately, as Weber also
observed, Roscher’s commitment to this form of ‘historical econom-
ics’ did not prevent him from drawing upon classical theory in his
accounts of particular phenomena.32

31. Weber, “Knies,” pp. 49-63; MWG 11/5, p. 25, for quote on Lamprecht;
“Roscher,” pp. 7-8, 23-24, and “Knies,” pp. 56, 63, for notes and asides on
Lamprecht.

32. Weber, “Roscher,” pp. 9-24; “Knies,” pp. 142-144.
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Weber’s persistent methodological individualism was not, as far as
we know, a reaction to the social holism of his French colleague
Emile Durkheim, but mainly a safeguard against the holistic aberra-
tions of the German historical tradition. In the same way, his
strenuous causalism and his insistence upon the rationality model of
interpretation cannot be understood apart from his comments upon
what he called the ‘problem of irrationality.” Weber himself occa-
sionally characterized the concrete reality of immediate experience
as ‘irrational,’ in that it is not fully encompassed cven in our descrip-
tions of singular objects and events. When he wrote about the
‘problem of irrationality’ in the work of Knies and others, however,
he was referring to an altogether different issue. He noted that many
historians and historical economists habitually divided reality into
two distinct realms. One of these was the world of ‘necessity” and
causal determination, of natural forces and collective ‘conditions’;
the other was the realm of ‘accident’ and especially of ‘free’ human
action. The use of this binary scheme was a reaction to the view that
causality implies lawfulness and determinism, a view held not only
by such targets of Weber’s criticisms as Roscher and Knies, Eduard
Meyer, and Rudolf Stammler but also by the hugely influential
Schmoller. Apparently, it was the specter of determinism that drove
many historians into a speculative defense of ‘free will” that struck
Weber as methodologically disastrous. Such prominent historians as
Heinrich von Treitschke and Friedrich Meinecke considered it the
dignity of human beings that their actions were ‘free’ in the sense
of being incalculnble. This made history inexplicable in principle,
and of course it encouraged an emphasis upon the deeds of ‘great
men,” as against the determined and determining role of structural
‘conditions.” So anxious was Weber to expose this fallacy that he
turned an obligatory retrospective on the work of his academic
predecessor Knies into a ‘pretext’ for an attack upon the syndrome,
only to come back to it in his essays on Meyer and on Stammler.33

Weber dealt with the ‘problem of irrationality’ in several ways. If
‘freedom’ means incalculability, he wrote at one point, we will find

33. Weber, “Roscher,” pp. 34-37; “Knies,” pp. 44406, 137; “Studien,” pp.
218-219; “Stammler,” p. 364.
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no more of it in the interactions of human beings than in the
evolution of local weather conditions. (A similar point had earlier
been made by John Stuart Mill.) More important, as Weber tried to
make clear, both ‘determinism’ and ‘free will’ are meta-scientific,
transcendent speculations that have no relationship at all to the
analytical practices of the cultural and historical sciences. Schmol-
ler’s occasional remarks upon the ‘subjection of man’ to the ‘causal
nexus’ struck Weber as extra-scientific—and highly problem-
atic—professions of faith. For the work of the cultural and social
sciences, Weber continued, ‘necessity’ in the sense of full explicabil-
ity is an infinitely distant goal, a cognitive ideal, but also an indis-
pensable maxim in Kant’s sense of that term. Conversely, the
‘freedom’ or incalculability of individual actions as a guide to the
historians’ practice is simply mcaningless; for historians do seek to
explain such actions. The choice among a plurality of possible
actions, considered as an object of empirical investigation, is quite
as ‘determined’ in principle as any particular event in nature. This is
not to say, of course, that there is a single law, or even a finite set
of laws, that could ‘determine’ all future actions. But then full reality
cannot be deduced from laws in any case.3¢

Both Eduard Meyer and Rudolf Stammler tried to rescue the
‘freedom’ of actions by distinguishing between a prospective and a
retrospective view of them. In retrospect, they argued, what has
been done seems ‘necessary,” or at least explicable in principle.
Courses of action still in progress, however, seem open to alternate
possibilities; the choices being made are not inevitable. Stammler
added that without the awareness of multiple options, the agent’s
sense of choosing would be an illusion, which is hard to believe. In
response to these considerations, Weber pointed out that in ‘dead’
nature too, particular series of events are more fully describable in
retrospect than in prospect. To predict a specific outcome in detail
requires vast knowledge of the anterior conditions and causal rela-
tions involved. (Knowing that a section has just broken off an
overhanging cliff, we cannot say how the moving mass of stone will
eventually be broken up and distributed.) We simply know more

34. Weber, “Knies,” pp. 63-65, 136-137; “Stammler,” pp. 366-368.
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about a complex set of processes after than before they have oc-
curred. As for the agent’s sense of choice, it is certainly not an
illusion, and there is no need to deny its causal significance. What
wonld be illusory is an insistence upon the causelessness of actions
on the basis of an “indeterminist metaphysics.” The claim that “free
action’ is causally relevant can only mean that the agent’s ‘resolve’
to act in a certain way is both undevstandable and productive of
consequences. Even a rigorous determinist, Weber thought, would
not object to that. The whole debate about “free will” and “‘determi-
nism’ in history is thus radically misconceived—and irrelevant to
empirical inquiry in any case.35

Finally, Weber argued that individual actions are less ‘irrational’
in some ways than particular events in inanimate nature, for human
actions may be interpretable as rational ones. The relevance to the
issuc of ‘freedom’ and ‘determinism’ is clear: as Weber pointed out,
it is precisely ‘free’ actions that are least ‘irrational’ in the sense
required by the champions of indeterminism. ‘Free’ agents are
characteristically unconstrained by physical and psychological forces
beyond their control. They can pursue deliberate ends through
means rationally sclected to achicve them. And the ‘freer’ they are
in this respect, the more ‘calculable’ their actions are. No one is
more predictable than the principled and rational agent. The roman-
tic counterimage of gratuitous deeds actually violates our sense of
what it means to act in conscious freedom; it puts us on a level with
animals. Our subjective sense of freedom regquires that we be aware
of our ultimate commitments, as well as of our intermediate objec-
tives, and that we exclude all but rational considerations in making
our moves. Of course most human actions are not fully rational in
this sense. Yet the specific incalculability suggested by the romantic
view of ‘freedom,” Weber wrote, is the “privilege of—the madman.”
‘Freedom’ and ‘explainability’ just aren’t opposed to each other in
the way some historians think they are.36

It should now be clear that Weber was not an uncritical heir of
the German historical tradition. On the one hand, he challenged

35. Weber, “Studien,” pp. 221-222; “Stammiler,” pp. 364-367.
36. Weber, “Knies,” pp. 67, 132-133; “Studien,” pp. 226-227.
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certain forms of naturalism, and he persistently stressed the legiti-
macy of our interest in historical knowledge about particular, cul-
turally significant objects, persons and events. On the other hand,
he also sharply questioned a whole series of loose metaphors and
methodological aberrations associated with the principle of indi-
viduality, including organic holism, the cssentialist tactic, and the
recourse to ‘irrationality” as an escape from ‘necessity.” Weber’s true
project, in other words, was to revitalize and extend the German
historical tradition, not merely to perpetuate it. He meant to make
it applicable to a new and wider sct of sociocultural questions, to lay
the foundations for a more systematic historical study of modern
society. But he could not hope to reach his goal without first
purging his scholarly heritage of some of its more problematic
accretions. To me, his stance was typical of the ‘modernist manda-
rin,” and I say this primarily in response to two distinguished Ger-
man commentators upon Weber, who defend a more one-sided
view.

Thus Wilhelm Hennis portrays Weber as a passionate opponent
of ‘Western’ classical economics and of the “Western’ doctrine of
‘natural rights.” According to Hennis, Weber was also an almost
excessively imitative student of Knies’s substantive work in eco-
nomic history. Yet Weber distorted his teacher’s theoretical reflec-
tions in a way that borders on the ‘ignoble’; for he converted what
should have been a customary appreciation of his academic prede-
cessor into an occasion for a largely irrelevant methodological po-
lemic. After all, Weber admitted that his essay on Knies was a
‘pretext’ for a discussion of the “irrationality’ issue. Hennis might be
right if he could demonstrate that the notion of ‘irrationality’ did
not play a distorting role in Knies’s theorizing, or that it is essentially
trivial. But he has almost nothing to say on these subjects.3”

In an essay that is already quite old, Friedrich Tenbruck charac-
terizes Weber’s intellectual field much as some of Weber’s contem-
poraries would have characterized it. The “sterility of positivism,”
he argues, was a scrious threat to the German historical tradition of

37. Hennis, “Wissenschaft vom Menschen.” Wilhelm Hennis is an insightful
commentator on Weber in other important respects.
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the later nineteenth century. Fortunately, it gave place to the intel-
lectual revitalization of a specifically German form of history that
was “idcalist and intuitionist” in orientation. Thus when Lamprecht
engaged in his misguided experiments, the German historical pro-
fession rose against him “in complete unanimity” (wie ein Mann).
Against this background, Tenbruck describes Weber’s essays on
Roscher and Knies as documents of “helplessness and sterility.”
Fortunately, Weber was generally a single-minded champion of the
German historical tradition against the errors of ‘positivism’ and
‘naturalism.” Tenbruck’s only further qualification has to do with
Weber’s own occasional ‘positivist” inclinations, which produced the
“curious spectacle of a passionate attack upon naturalism on the
basis of naturalist positions.” Tenbruck defines neither ‘positivism’
nor ‘naturalism,’ and he names only Lamprecht as a representative
of either. But then he cannot explain how ‘positivism’ could have
been a major force in German scholarship even while the German
historical profession unanimously condemned Lamprecht. These
flaws and contradictions in Tenbruck’s account would be ‘curious’
indeed, if they were not linked to his defense of the German
historical tradition against the heretical view that by about 1900, it
was methodologically and politically reactionary.38

Against Hennis and Tenbruck, I would side with Thomas Burger,
who has provided a thoughtful analysis of the German historical
tradition, particularly of Gustav Droysen and Heinrich von Treit-
schke. Burger recognizes that Weber was dissatisfied not only with
the vision of a nomological history but with aspects of the dominant
historiography as well. This further allows Burger to see the conti-
nuity underlying Weber’s long-term shift of emphasis from a pre-
dominantly historical to a more explicitly sociological terminology.
Burger rightly suggests that Weber ultimately revived Robert von
Mohl’s project for a systematic study of society, which had been
repudiated by the German historical profession. Weber’s position
was consistent, according to Burger, because he shared some of

38. Tenbruck, “Genesis der Mcthodologic” (1959), csp. pp. 577, 583, 593-598.
See also Tenbruck, “Weber und Mever,” in which Tenbruck tries to do for Meyer
what Hennis tries to do for Knies, while also defending the German historical
tradition as a whole against its unnamed but wrongheaded critics.
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Mohl’s objectives even when his language was mainly historical, and
he did not abandon his interest in the historically singular even when
he wrote more explicitly as a sociologist. Interestingly enough,
Burger’s position is consistent with the tenor of a recent essay by
Tenbruck. Without altogether abandoning his former perspective,
Tenbruck now sees Weber’s methodology as a coherent and central
element in his thought. Weber certainly repudiated Lamprecht’s
scientistic ambitions, insisted upon the cognitive interest of the
singular, and emphasized the need for judgments of value related-
ness. But as Tenbruck now acknowledges, Weber also broadened
the German historical tradition in the light of changing economic
and social conditions. The inherited practices of historical analysis
had to be adapted to deal with new kinds of aggregate data, and to
address social and structural issucs it had formerly ignored.3? This
view I am able to share; but I really prefer a fuller and more specific
characterization. Weber was neither an opponent nor a passive heir
of the German historical tradition; he was neither a positivist nor an
idealist. He was a causalist in a sense that T will now try to specify.

39. Burger, “Deutsche Geschichtstheorie,” esp. pp. 29, 44-66, 74-95; lenbruck,
“Wissenschaftslehre.”
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What set Weber apart from all other participants in the debate over
the future of the historical, cultural, and social sciences in Germany
around the turn of the century was his commitment to singular
causal analysis. There is much to be said about this commit-
ment—and about its impact upon other aspects of Weber’s meth-
odological position. Before these matters can be usefully discussed,
however, one needs to work through the technicalities of a doctrine
that Weber took over, with little modification, from the physiologist
and statistician Johannes von Kries, who in turn built upon an
established tradition in German legal philosophy. The considera-
tions oftered by von Kries, while couched in complex statistical
terminology, were really just aids to the understanding of certain
purely qualitative judgments. Nonetheless, we must begin by fol-
lowing von Kries’s quasi-statistical arguments in some detail.

Objective Probability and Adequate Causation

The problem von Kries addressed was that of assigning responsibility
in civil law cases, in which there is no question of criminal intent. To
do this, one has to attribute effects to causes in particular circum-
stances, and thus to engage in singular causal analysis. Unlike Weber,
von Kries categorically asserted that any state of the world is fully
determined by the totality of its antecedents. Like Weber, however,
he saw that reality cannot be fully described. Our statements of prior
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conditions are thus typically incomplete and conceptually general-
ized, as are our descriptions of consequences. Given the gaps in our
knowledge, we can only hope to estimate the likelihood of certain
results in the light of stated antecedents. Before throwing a die, to be
sure, we can specify the chance of a given result with mathematical
precision; but the probability involved is low, and the outcome thus
‘accidental.” In other cases of interest to lawyers and social scientists,
however, we may be able to judge that a certain broadly described
event is ‘objectively probable,” given a generally stated antecedent, in
that the range of possibly relevant additional conditions (known or
unknown) under which it will occur is greater than the sum of further
conditions under which it will #ot occur. Von Kries pointed out that
claims about such matters must be based upon ‘nomological knowl-
cdge’ about links between events of a certain type, rather than on
insight into concrete objects or unique relationships. For the rest, he
clearly recognized the hypothetical character of his quasi-statistical
remarks about the ‘ratio” between factors favoring and inhibiting an
outcome. His real purpose, in any case, was to develop a plausible, if
essentially qualitative, account of singular causal reasoning.!
According to von Kries, we have nomological knowledge not only
of invariant causal laws but also of probable causal connections, and it
is this probabilistic knowledge we draw upon when we ask, in retro-
spect, to what extent various causal factors or ‘moments’ contributed
to a particular result. To inquire into the importance of a specific
antecedent, we imagine it (counterfactually) absent or altered. In
assessing, the role of negligence in an accident, for example, we
‘compare’ the sequence of events that actually occurred with what
could have been expected if ‘normal’ caution had prevailed. We may
consider a factor causally relevant to an effect if the effect would not
have occurred without it. Our probabilistic knowledge allows us to
estimate the course of events in the absence of that factor; but we also
seek to generalize upon the closeness of the relationship between ‘the
cause’ and the actual outcome. Consider a carriage driver who gets

1. Von Kries, “Ueber den Begriff,” esp. pp. 180-195. Von Kries wrote of objec-
tive ‘possibility” (Maglichkeit), rather than ‘probability’ (Wabwscheinlichkeit), since
the latter term seemed to imply a degree of subjectivity; nevertheless, ‘probability’
is the best English term for what he meant.
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drunk and loses his way. At some distance from his normal route, his
passenger is struck by lightning. We do not hold the driver responsi-
ble for two related reasons: (1) his wandering from the regular route
did not imcrease the objective probability of the passenger’s being
struck by lightning, and (2) we have no basis for a probabilistic
generalization linking drunkenness in coachmen to their passengers’
being harmed in thunderstorms. But suppose instead that the drunk
driver’s carriage turns over in a ditch: he is responsible because his
drinking certainly increased the chance of the accident, and we are
prepared to generalize upon the incident.2

Von Kries explicitly rejected a model of causation involving the
invariable succession of two events or types of events, one of which
is ‘the cause,’ the other ‘the effect.” Although von Kries did not say
$0, this model can be traced to David Hume. It is typically associated
with the idea of ‘the cause” as a (physically, not logically) sufficiens
condition for the effect, which invariably follows upon the cause.
Von Kries’s objection to this conception was the practitioner’s
observation that events can rarely if ever be traced to single antece-
dents or causal factors. Nevertheless, we are often quite certain that
a particular ‘moment” within a complex of anterior conditions zz-
creased the probability of a given result, and that it would have done
so even if some of the conditions had been partly or wholly altered.
Von Kries further insisted that we ordinarily and rightly think of a
causal factor as ‘acting’ or ‘effecting’ (Wirken) to bring about an
outcome. These considerations led von Kries summarily to term an
antecedent factor (A) the ‘adegquate caunse’ of a given result (B), and
(B) the ‘adequate effect” of (A), if (A) “favors’ the occurrence of (B).
Where a relevant antecedent does not thus favor an actual outcome,
von Kries proposed to speak of ‘accidental’ causes and effects. The
coachman’s incbriation, for example, ‘accidentally caused’ his pas-
senger to be struck by lightning.3

Von Kries clearly thought of a causally relevant antecedent as a
{physically) necessary condition or cause, rather than a sufficient onc.
Both his ‘adequate’ and his ‘accidental” causes have to be present for

2. Ibid., esp. pp. 195-201.
3. Ibid., esp. pp. 198, 201-203.
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the result to occur, although they bring it about only in conjunction
with various additional conditions. In the light of this conception,
one can understand the most important of von Kries’s remaining con-
cerns and suggestions: he called attention to two particularly clear
cases of adequate causation. First, we securely ascribe a deviation from
a regularly recurring course of events (a train not passing safely
through a junction) to an alteration in the normal antecedents (a
switch mot being properly set). Second, if a state of affairs has re-
mained stable over a period of time, we confidently trace a changein it
to the intrusion of a new causal factor. In both of these cases, more-
over, the idea of causation as an “active effecting’ is reinforced; for a
cause is seen to change a sct of initial conditions, to after a course of
events, and thus to &ring about a deviation in the outcome that could
have been expected in its absence. The whole conception is dynamic;
it deals in sequences and processes, rather than in successive but un-
connected events. It also forced von Kries into the complexities of
counterfactual reasoning. These have to do with the degree of gener-
alization and abstraction necessary—and defensible—in the ‘com-
parison’ between imagined and actual antecedents, causal sequences,
and outcomes. Even without following von Kries’s reflections on
these difficult issues, we may safely conclude that he recommended
probabilistic generalizations primarily because he had to ground legal
judgments about what would have happened if ‘the cause’ of a given
outcome had been absent or altered. ¢

Max Weber was profoundly influenced by the work of von Kries,
as well as by the related legal theories of his Heidelberg colleague
Gustav Radbruch. After first mentioning von Kries’s main concepts
in his 1904 essay on “Objectivity,” Weber fully and explicitly fol-
lowed von Kries in the concluding section of Weber’s 1906 critique
of Eduard Meyer, which is subtitled “Objective Probability and
Adequate Causation in Historical Analysis.”5 The context was pro-

4. Tbid., esp. pp. 203-205, 212-213, 218-220.

5. In addition to von Kries, see Radbruch, Lehre, pp. 333,/9-337/13. Sophisti-
cated recent discussions of ‘objective probability” and ‘adequate causation’ as con-
ceived bv von Kries and especially by Weber are Wagner and Zipprian,
“Methodologie,” and Turner and Factor, Max Weber, esp. pp. 119-165. See also

»

Turner and Factor’s earlier “Objective Possibility.
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vided by passages in Meyer’s methodological and substantive works
that seemed to call for clarification. Thus Meyer traced the out-
breaks of the Second Punic War, the Seven Years’ War, and the War
of 1866 to the relevant decisions of Hannibal, Frederick the Great,
and Bismarck. Other personalities might have chosen differently and
thus changed the course of history, he claimed, but the question of
whether these wars would have occurred in any case was unanswer-
able and therefore “idle.” Yet Meyer elsewhere described the two
untraced shots that provoked street battles in Berlin during March
of 1848 as “historically irrelevant,” since social and political condi-
tions made some sort of upheaval inevitable in any case. In his
history of antiquity, finally, Meyer portrayed the Battle of Marathon
as a turning point in Western history, in that it ensured the survival
of Hellenic culture in the face of a theocratic alternative that was a
distinct possibility until the threat of Persian domination was turned
aside.¢

In response, Weber systematically examined the methodological
foundations of singular causal claims.

To begin with, we ask . . . how the attribution of a concrete
‘result’ to a single ‘cause’ is . . . feasible . . . in principle,
given that in reality it is always an infinity of causal factors
that brought about the single ‘event,” and that strictly all of
these . . . causal factors were indispensable for the achievement
of the result.

Excluding the idea of reproducing the totality of concrete condi-
tions jointly sufficient for an outcome, Weber outlined the analytical
tactics proposed by von Kries. Somehow, a complex of antecedent
conditions has to be conceptually isolated that more or less strongly
‘favors’ the result to be explained. The judgments of probability
required for this purpose typically cannot be quantified; but one can

6. Weber, “Objektivitit,” p. 179; “Studien,” pp. 266-290, esp. pp. 266-268,
273-274, and p. 288, note 1, where Weber describes himself as “plundering” the
thought of von Kries. Following von Kries, Weber literally refers to objective
“possibility” in German; but “probability” nevertheless seems the better translation.
See also Turner and Factor, “Objective Possibility.”
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focus upon selected potential ‘causes’ and compare the ranges of
additional conditions under which they would, and would not, have
brought about the effect in question. Meyer’s thesis about the
historical significance of the Battle of Marathon, for example, ulti-
mately depends upon the judgment that a changed outcome of the
Persian Wars would have made theocracy ‘objectively probable.’
Judgments of objective probability could be considered uncertain or
‘subjective,” because they require the historian to imagine alternate
causal sequences and outcomes. But as Weber pointed out, one does
not have to know exactly what would have followed upon a Persian
victory at Marathon to conclude that the Hellenic tradition might
well have been altered by theocratic influences.”

The two concepts of ‘objective probability’ and ‘adequate causa-
tion” are closely linked—and actually interdefined—in Weber’s us-
age. Thus where an actual result was brought about by a complex
of antecedent conditions that made it ‘objectively probable,” ‘the
cause” may be called ‘adequate’ in relation to ‘the effect.” Where a
causal factor contributed to a historically interesting aspect of an
outcome without being ‘adequate’ in this sense, it may be consid-
ered its ‘accidental cause.” Some of Meyer’s claims can thus be
restated as follows: (1) a Persian victory at the Battle of Marathon
would have madce an alternate development of Western culture
objectively probable, though not inevitable, and (2) the Persian
victory would have been the adequate cause of this alternate devel-
opment. (3) The Revolution of 1848 in Berlin was the adequate
cffect of prevailing social and political conditions, and (4) the two
untraced shots were not even ‘accidental’ causes, since the upheaval
would have occurred without them.8

When Weber first mentioned the concepts of ‘objective prob-
ability” and ‘adequate causation’ in his 1905-1906 critique of Karl
Kunies, he cited two characteristic examples, one of which he re-
peated in his 1906 response to Eduard Meyer. The first was of a
boulder dislodged from a cliff by a storm, which falls, shatters upon

impact below, and disperses rock fragments over a certain area.

7. Weber, “Studien,” esp. pp. 271, 277, 282-285.
8. 1bid., esp. pp. 286-287.
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Weber’s point was that we could neither predict nor fully explain
the resulting distribution of fragments. We would be satisfied if,
after the event, the actual outcome did not patently contradict our
nomological knowledge about the processes involved. We could
safely identify the storm’s dislodging the boulder as the cause of
what followed, and we would seek further explanation only if, for
example, the final location of a particular rock fragment scemed
inconsistent with our expectations. Weber further observed that in
our explanation of the actual outcome, as in many similar cases of
causal attribution, no empirically grounded judgments of necessity
would be involved. The postulate of universal ‘determinism?® would
accordingly remain extra-empirical, a “pure a priori.”

In a second example, Weber referred to the throw of a die which
presumably causes a given result, but again in ways we cannot specify.
We therefore regard the particular outcome as ‘accidental,’ although
we can state the probability of its occurrence with mathematical preci-
sion. If, after many throws, we find that certain outcomes are mark-
edly more frequent than others, as a matter of fact, we confidently
trace this (quantifiable) deviation from the ‘accidental’ distribution to
some physical abnormality in the die. Drawing upon analogous illus-
trations, Johannes von Kries too had noted how securely we attribute
a deviation from an expected pattern of events to an alteration in the
normal antecedents. Weber provided a quantitative example, but his
real intention was to argue for a looser, typically gualitative applica-
tion of probabilistic reasoning to human affairs. What we want to
know about a historical outcome in retrospect is what ‘causes’ can be
identified as having ‘favored” it to a more or less significant degree.?

Weber relied extensively upon the idea of ‘objective probability’;
but he insisted even more strenuously upon the role of counterfac-
tual reasoning in causal analysis. If history is to rise above the level
of the chronicle, he wrote in his commentary upon Eduard Meyer,
then the historian must be explicit about posszble developments that
did nor occur. Meyer had claimed that a defeat of the Greeks at
Marathon would have had far-reaching cultural consequences; yet
he had elsewhere rejected ‘idle’ speculations about what would have

9. Weber, “Knies,” pp. 65-70; “Studien,” pp. 284-285 for both examples.
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happened if leading generals or statesmen had not decided in favor
of war on certain occasions. In response, Weber stressed the need
for just the sort of conjectures that Meyer accepted in practice but
rejected in theory. According to Weber, we cannot assess the causal
significance of an allegedly crucial political decision—or of any other
possible cause—without trying to imagine what would have ensued
in its absence. After all, a potentially infinite number of causal
‘moments’ or antecedent conditions have to be present to produce
any concrete outcome. To identify significant singular causal rela-
tionships at all, therefore, we must inquire into the degree to which
a particular cause ‘favored’ a given effect. But this in turn requires
us hypothetically to ‘compare’ the result that actually followed with
alternate possibilities. Thus historians need not apologize for their
recourse to the “scemingly anti-deterministic category” of the
merely possible, more or less probable. They cannot avoid reason-
ing, counterfactually, about historical events that did not occur, in
order to identify the significant causes of what did occur.19

Here is Weber’s simplest statement about the role of counterfac-

tuals in singular causal analysis.

The judgment that if a single historical fact in a complex of
historical conditions [had been] missing or altered this would
have brought about [bedingt] a . . . divergent course of histori-
cal events [is crucial in] the determination of the ‘historical
significance’ of that fact.

Obviously, ‘historical significance” here means something like
‘causal influence’ as further defined by the notions of ‘favoring” and
of ‘adequate causation.” There is no reference to the issue of ‘cul-
tural relevance,’ or to the grounds of the historian’s interest in what
is to be explained. The ‘weighing’ of possible causes is somewhat
more completely described as follows.

The first—and crucial—[abstraction involved in causal analysis]|
is just this: that among the actual causal components of a course

10. Ibid., pp. 266, 274-275.
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[of events: Verlauf], we think of one or several as altered in a
certain direction, and we ask ourselves whether, under the
changed conditions . . . the same—or what other—outcome

was ‘to be expected.’

The point of counterfactual reasoning, for Weber, is a conjectural
sorting and ranking of pessible causes. That sorting and ranking takes
place in the context of partly counterfactual reflections upon possi-
ble courses of events, paths of historical development that were more
or less probable in the light of the possible causes under considera-
tion. Weber’s formulations about these matters were notably dy-
namic, and we will come back to the implications of that
preference.11

In the meantime, we must not neglect one final point that Weber
made again and again in his discussion of adequate causation. This
has to do with the inescapably “abstract” character of causal analysis.
In Weber’s view, causal ‘moments’ are not simply given in immedi-
ate experience; they are constructs. On the one hand, we analyze the
given into ‘components,” “isolating” possible causes from the vast
complex of surrounding antecedent conditions. On the other hand,
we have to describe such potential causes at a certain level of
generality. Like Simmel before him, Weber dismissed the project of
tollowing causal relationships to the microscopic level of necessary
connections among elementary constituents of reality. Thus free
from the tacit identification of explanation with either reduction or
reproduction, however, he urgently had to point up the role of
description in the formulation of singular causal claims. One conse-
quence was that he saw no logical difference between causal ques-
tions about such specific events as the Defenestration of Prague and
causal questions about such broad but singular phenomena as the
rise of Western capitalism. The other consequence was that he
undercut the rhetoric of ‘uniqueness’ that sometimes accompanied
the defense of ‘idiographic® knowledge. To substantiate individual
causal claims at all, as Weber pointed out, both ‘causes’ and ‘effects’
must be described at a level of abstraction that will permit them to

11. Ibid., pp. 268, 273 for the two quotations.
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be related to “rules of experience™ (Erfabrungsvegeln). In Weber’s
account of these rules, they resemble imperfect empirical generali-
zations; they are incompletely universal and less rigorously formu-
lated than full-fledged scientific laws. Often expressed in the
language of common sense, they are subject to modification by
various ‘outside’ influences. Even so, Weber explicitly considered
them forms of “nomological” knowledge. Weber’s model of singu-
lar causal analysis thus really excluded the illusion of a radically
‘diographic’ historiography.12

The Frameworks and Tactics of Causal Analysis

We are now in a position to place Weber’s account of causal analysis
into the broader framework of his methodology on the one hand,
and to explore some of its practical implications on the other. In
pursuing these objectives, we will follow—but also extend—the
pioneering work of Alexander von Schelting as well as the more
recent commentary of Johannes Weiss.13 Our starting point is a
passage in Weber’s essay on “Objectivity in Social Science and Social
Policy,” which conveniently brings together the several clements of
his overall program. Drawing upon the contrast between a ‘science
of reality’ (Wirklichkeitswissenschaft) and a ‘law-secking science’
(Gesetzeswissenschaft), Weber called for a “social science” that is
concerned with the realities of social life in their “distinctiveness,”
that seeks to comprehend the “interconnection and the cultural
significance” of particular phenomena “in their present-day form,”
along with “the grounds of their having historically become thus
and not otherwise.” The formulation is not particularly elegant, but
it does identify all of the constituents of his cognitive objective.14
Weber begins by focusing upon the singular phenomenon to be
cxplained. This explanandum is sclected for analysis because it is
culturally significant—or seems significant to the investigator—in its

12, Ibid., pp. 275-277.

13. Schelting, Webers Wissenschafislebre, csp. pp. 255-268, 312-343; Weliss,
“Kausale Durchsichtigkeit.”

14. Weber, “Objektivitirt,” pp. 170-171, for this and what follows.
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distinctive contemporary form. The passage here reflects Weber’s
enduring concern with the description of singular objects, descrip-
tions that must point up both what is significant about them and
how they may fall under the terms of empirical “rules.” But the
study of these objects is by no means merely descriptive, and the
illusion of ‘reproduction’ is absolutely excluded. For the cognitive
strategy is to locate the explanandum in its “interconnection” with
other singular phenomena. Finally, Weber calls for the kind of causal
analysis that will explain why the course of historical development
ultimately produced the explanandum rather than some other out-
come. The projected investigation is clearly expected to deal in
‘objective probability’ and ‘adequate causation’; but the formulation
also implies counterfactual reasoning and a dynamic vision of alter-
nate paths of historical change.

In his critique of Eduard Meyer, Weber urged practicing histori-
ans not to confound the genesis with the justification of particular
interpretations or explanations. He conceded that historians might
depend upon their “tact” and “intuition” in their reconstructions of
the past. They might “understand” historical agents by drawing
directly upon their own experiences. In writing their narratives,
moreover, they might seek to evoke the total character of real
persons and situations, so as to give their readers a sense of “reex-
periencing” a historical world. Weber did not repudiate these as-
pects of historical practice; but he pointed out that mathematicians
and natural scientists too may be inspired by initially unsubstanti-
ated intuitions. In any case, he insisted upon separating the psycho-
logical origins of historical insights, along with their literary
representations, from the “logical structure of cognition” and the
“validity” of causal claims about the past. He saw the reconstruction
of what he called the “causal regression,” not narrative evocation or
literary representation, as the historian’s main task.15

k2

Elsewhere in his article on “Objectivity,” Weber enlarged upon
the role of “nomological” knowledge in singular causal explanation.
The attribution of particular outcomes to definite causal antece-

dents, he wrote, is simply impossible without such knowledge. The

15. Weber, “Studien,” pp. 277-279.
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ways in which historians make use of their experience and schooled
imagination may vary from case to case; but the validity of their
causal claims is bound to depend upon the reliability and compre-
hensiveness of what they know about recurrent connections. To be
sure, their recourse is not likely to be to the strict laws typical of the
natural sciences, but to “adequate causal connections expressed in
rules.” These rules function more as “means” than as ends in the
cognitive strategies of the cultural sciences. Often there may be no
point in explicitly formulating the everyday knowledge of human
behavior that more or less dependably warrants a singular explana-
tion. While the laws of the natural sciences are typically both general
and abstract, the historian’s rules of adequate causation tend to be
richer in qualitative content, but also correspondingly less general.
Nevertheless, the cultural and historical disciplines are by no means
uninterested in the use—and even in the attempt to establish—rela-
tively reliable ‘rules of adequate causation.’16

Though less rigorous than the laws of the natural sciences, these
rules do have a degree of predictive power. Their fallibility is due
primarily to the fact that their terms—and the parameters of their
applicability—are imprecisely specified, so that they are subject to
alteration by intervening processes that could not be foreseen or
conceptually isolated in advance. Weber pointed out that even such
‘lawful” processes as the development of a fetus may be modified in
unanticipated ways. The main problem of historical explanation lies
in the sheer number of possibly relevant considerations. This also
helps to explain why the cultural and social sciences are so much
more successful in their retrospective explanations than in their
predictions; they simply need the additional information that be-
comes available about a course of events only after it has been
completed. After the fact, too, the historian knows much more
about a situation in the past than the agents who confronted it at
the time.1”

Referring back to the examples of the falling boulder and the
thrown die, Weber pointed out that we are often satisfied if what

16. Weber, “Objektivitit,” pp. 178-180.
17. Weber, “Studien,” pp. 228-230, 267.
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actually happens does not comtradict our nomological knowledge.
Here again, singular causal analysis can only be called “indefinite.”
Excluding well-founded judgments of necessity, it leaves the postu-
late of universal determinism a “pure a priori.” Even so, Weber
clearly regarded the study of singular cultural and social phenomena
as valuable not only because they interest us in their own right, but
also because the admittedly tentative discriminations involved in
singular causal analysis may pave the way for more reliable ‘rules of
adequate causation.” In his 1907 critique of Stammler, Weber dis-
tinguished between causal laws, on the one hand, and empirical
generalizations that offer no insight into causal relationships, on the
other. He then argued that the term ‘science’ ( Narurwissenschaft)
might in fact be broadly defined to encompass all disciplines com-
mitted to the “empirical-causal explanation™ of reality. Whether or
not this passage signals a slight shift of emphasis in Weber’s thinking
by 1907, it has moved us far away from the thought of Heinrich
Rickert.18

Indeed, one begins to understand why some commentators con-
sider Weber a ‘positivist’ after all; but again, he was more
specifically and properly a cansalist. Any remaining doubts on that
score can be removed, at the cost of some repetition, by consider-
ing the analytical tactics implied in some of Weber’s passages on
causal analysis. Here, for example, is another defense of counterfac-
tual reasoning.

The weighing of the causal significance of a historical fact
begins with the question: whether with its elimination from the
complex of factors under consideration as causally relevant
[ mitbedingend], or with its alteration in a certain manner, the
course of events could, according to general rules of experi-
ence, have taken a direction that somehow diverged in charac-
ter [from the actual one] in aspects decisive for our interest.

The sentence again posits a dynamic model of alternate historical
sequences or paths. The influence of the presumptive cause is such

18. Weber, “Knies,” pp. 65-66, 115; “Stammler,” pp. 322-323.
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that its removal or change would have led to a deviation from the
conrse of events that has actually been observed.!®

The idea of the cause (or its absence or alteration) accounting for
the divergence between two possible directions of development is
also present in the example of the die, which after repeated throws
does #not lead to an even distribution among the possible results.
Von Kries had considered it particularly easy to trace deviations from
normal or expected patterns to changes in the usual antecedents.
Weber further insisted upon the recourse to ‘gencral rules of expe-
rience.” Yet the role of such rules in the above passage is #ot to link
the presumptive cause to the actual effect, but to support the claim
that the absence of the canse would have been followed by a divergent
course of events. We need not infer that Weber was uninterested in
rules that connect causes to effects; but at least in the formulation
just cited, he drew upon ‘nomological’ knowledge exclusively to
sustain a projection about events that did wot occur. As in many
typical cases (mysterious shots unleashing a popular uprising), the
Jorce of a singular causal claim about the actual outcome depends
primarily upon the reliability of the counterfactual thesis that results
would have been different if ‘the cause” had not intervened.

A revealing passage in Weber’s critique of Meyer demonstrates
how deeply he was committed to a dynamic conception of causal
analysis. He confessed to seeing nothing wrong with historians
describing certain conditions as “pressing toward” some particular

7”7«

outconie, citing “developmental tendencies,” “moving forces,” and
even “impeding” factors in the course of history. He merely urged
that such expressions not be held to represent “real causal intercon-
nections” at an ‘clementary” level, but as tactically useful constructs
in the practice of historical reasoning. In his 1905 article on Knies,
Weber further argued that the notion of causation actually encom-
passes two separate components. One of these is the idea of the
cause “acting” (Wirken) to bring about an eftect; the sense of agency
here ties the cause to the effect. The other clement in causation is
the idea of conformity to observable “rules” or laws. Where the

sciences reach the abstract level of quantitative equations, according,

19. Weber, “Studien,” pp. 282-283.
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to Weber, the idea of the cause as agency can in practice be dropped
or bracketed. Conversely, the idea of lawfulness becomes less impor-
tant as the focus shifts to the links among qualitative particulars. In
history and in the cultural sciences, Weber suggested, both compo-
nents of causality come into play. The predominant cognitive aim is
to identify qualitative causal connections among singular elements
of reality; but there is a simultaneous interest in the use—and the
extension—of nomological knowledge.20

The idea of cause as agency, which Weber found in the work of
von Kries, drew criticism from Theodor Kistiakowski, who accused
von Kries of having been misled by John Stuart Mill. According to
Kistiakowski, Mill had imagined a kind of balance between factors
tending to favor and factors tending to prevent a particular out-
come. Von Kries had accepted Mill’s account of ‘objective prob-
ability,” including his problematic imagery of ‘favoring’ and
‘impeding’ antecedents, and he had thus arrived at an excessively
“anthropomorphic” view of cause as agency. In response, Weber
conceded that Mill had indeed introduced the notion of ‘objective
probability,” but added that von Kries had successfully demonstrated
the difference between Mill’s account of causation and his own.
More interestingly from our point of view, Weber rejected the
charge of anthropomorphism, while nevertheless continuing to in-
sist upon an “active” view of the “causal ties” that link “series of
individual qualitative changes.”?!

What ultimately emerges from Weber’s formulations, in fact, is an
image of causal relationships—and of causal analysis—that deals in
conrses of events, in counterfactuals, and in dévergences between alter-
nate paths and ontcomes. To illustrate Weber’s vision, we might begin
by positing a hypothetical sequence of events from an initial state (A)
to an eventual result (B). We next focus upon certain distinctive ele-
ments (A") within the initial state (A) that can be isolated as causally
significant with respect to an actually observed path of development

20. 1bid., p. 290; Weber, “Knies,” pp. 134-136.

21. Weber, “Studien,” pp. 269-270. See Ritschl, Cawusalbetrachtung, esp.
pp. 43-89, for an anthropological speculation about the experiential roots of causal
reasoning, in which the notion of “acting” (Wirken) is indeed interpreted in an
anthropomorphic sense. Weber was aware of Ritschl’s work.
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from (A') to (B'); if these elements (A’) were absent, then the se-
quence (A-B) would ensue. Alternately and more conveniently, we
imagine a shiftin the antecedent conditions from (A) to (A'). In We-
ber’s thinking, the effect of this alteration is a deviation in the sub-
sequent course of events and in its outcome, such that the path (A-B),
the hypothetical sequence in the absence of the cause, is replaced by
the observed path (A’'-B"), and the ultimate effect is the substitution
of the actual effect (B') for the hypothetical result (B) that would have
occurred if the cause had not intervened.
Figure 1 is a graphic representation of the schene.

:  events absence of the cause ___ _ _
Course of events in the ’E)S_CE(.E £ the cause > (B)
(A)mmmmm e mmmE =TT
; } CAUSE — {
oo |
\J
Actual course of events (B

Figure 1

The dashed line (A-B) stands for a counterfactual claim about what
would have happened if the cause had been absent or altered. The
object of causal analysis is to explain the actual course of events from
the region encompassing both (A) and (A") to the result (B), rather
than to (B), by specifying the causally significant elements within (A)
or the difference between (A) and (A’). In the terminology of von
Kries and of Weber, that difference ‘acts’ to change the direction of
historical development. The causal relationship is not just a repeated
succession or ‘constant conjunction’ of two cvents. Instcad, an
alteration in a set of initial conditions ‘makes a difference’ by
‘bringing about” an outcome that could not have been expected if
the cause had not ‘acted’ as it did.

The claim that the shift from (A) to (A'), or the presence of (A”)
within (A), adequately caused the replacement of (B) by (B') rests
upon the counterfactual argument that without the intervention of
the cause, the objectively probable outcome would have been (B),
rather than (B"). Explicitly or implicitly, historians who explain what
actually happened must draw upon more or less formal ‘rules of
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experience,” or upon other forms of ‘nomological’ knowledge. And
they must do this not only to link (A") to (B'), but, often more
urgently, to argue that the counterfactual sequence (A-B) was in-
deed to be expected in the absence of (A') within (A) or of the shift
from (A) to (A"). That is the only way to show that (A") or the shift
(A/A’") really ‘made a difference.” Von Kries and Weber both rec-
ognized that particularly convincing causal claims often trace diver-
gences from expected courses of events to deviations in the normally
prevailing initial conditions, as in the example of the train not
successfully passing through a junction because the switches were
not set, or in that of the frequently thrown die failing to yield an
even distribution of results. Particularly in retrospect, to cite more
typically historical examples, it is much easier to chart what actually
tollowed upon the Battle of Marathon—or upon the untraced shots
of 1848—than to defend counterfactual claims about the course of
events in the absence of these possible causes. Nomological knowl-
edge may thus be more often required to sustain counterfactual
claims about hypothetical sequences than directly to link alleged
causes to particular effects. Weber’s model, to be sure, is complex
indeed; but it is also richly suggestive. More important, I believe, it
represents the historian’s reasoning much more fully than simpler
and less flexible schemes.

Notice that a counterfactual supposition about a certain course of
events (A-B in Figure 1) can become the explanandum in a further
stage of a complex causal analysis. In a statistical study of access to
higher education, for instance, one might find oneself explaining a
short-term acceleration in the rate of university entry against the
background of long-term increases at a more moderate pace. Obvi-
ously, these long-term trends in turn demand explanation, which
might depart from the counterfactual supposition of essentially
unchanging rates of enrollment per age group. Practicing historians
have probably always known, morc or less tacitly, that long-term
structural changes must be traced to long-term causes, while short-
term phenomena must be linked to chronologically more specific
antecedents. In any case, Figure 1 could easily be extended to
encompass several stages of lomg-term as well as shovt-term causal
argument, in each of which a deviation from a ‘normal’ or expected
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path of development is traced to an alteration in the initial condi-
tions.

Notice, finally, that Weber’s account of causal analysis is particu-
larly hospitable to the interpretation and explanation of human
actions. Thus if social scientists trace changes in rates of marriage to
shifts in economic conditions, Weber argued, they seek “causal
interpretations in terms of motives,” trying to link alterations in the
contexts of choice to changes in the courses of action pursued by
typical agents. In the case of a decision made by Frederick the Great,
to cite another of Weber’s examples, a successful interpretation of
his motives adds to our causal understanding. Weber left no doubt
that the interpretive inquiry into motivations is a form of causal
analysis in the same logical sense as any other search for ‘adequate
causcs,” even though the causal connection between a motive and
an action is never an instance of natural necessity.22

Contemporary Formulations

In David Hume’s most typical formulation and in the usage of most
philosophers today, a cause is a (physically) sufficient condition for
the occurrence of the effect. To say that event (A) was the cause of
event (B) is to claim that the occurrence of (B) could have been
predicted from the occurrence of (A), and the empirical warrant for
this claim is that events of type (A) have invariably been found
conjoined with subsequent events of type (B). Carl G. Hempel, the
most prominent contemporary heir of the Humean tradition, devel-
oped the so-called covering law model of explanation, in which to
explain an event is to infer the statement that it occurred from (1)
certain statements of initial conditions and (2) certain empirically
established universal laws. The event-statement (explanandum) is
inferred from the explanans, the statement of initial conditions and
the law or laws that “cover” the case. In the “deductive nomologi-
cal” variant of the covering law model, the explanandum event
follows nccessarily from the initial conditions and the nomological
laws of the explanans. But Hempel also recognized a version of the

22, Weber, “Knies,” pp. 68-70, 134.
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covering law scheme in which the laws involved are of a statistical
or probabilistic form, so that the explanandum event cannot be
deduced with certainty from the explanans.23

Hempel further clarified his position in two respects. First, he
indicated that a covering law explanation may be “incomplete”:
“elliptical,” “partial,” or a mere “explanation sketch.” Second, he

&

slightly qualified the thesis of “structural identity” or “symmetry”
between explanation and prediction. While insisting that in princi-
ple, “a deductive-nomological explanation is potentially a deductive-

2]

nomological prediction,” he acknowledged that retrospective
explanation is easier than prediction in practice, simply because the
explanandum cvent has actually occurred.24

Nevertheless, historians have found it ditficult to accept Hempel’s
account of their practice. When they try to construct generalizations
of which their causal explanations are presumably instances, they
come up with ‘laws’ that are plainly vaguer and more doubtful than
the singular claims they are supposed to sustain. (‘When events
resembling the assassination of Archduke Ferdinand occur under
similar conditions, then events like the outbreak of the First World
War invariably or usually follow.”) Not surprisingly, historians can
sce no point in generalizations that are cither vacuous or false. The
suggestion that their explanations are mere sketches does not im-
press them, since they rightly judge their singular causal claims to
be sounder than any parallel laws they might be taken to imply.

In any case, the Humean and Hempelian tradition has in recent
years been qualified or questioned in a number of ways. Thus J. L.
Mackie has identified a common use of the term ‘cause’ in which it
is mor a sufficient condition of the effect. What Mackie terms an
‘INUS’ condition is an Insufficient but Non-redundant (Necessary)

23. Some of this and what follows is drawn from portions of Ringer, “Causal
Analysis.” For Hume’s partly inconsistent formulations, see Mackie, Cement of the
Universe, pp. 3-30. On the “covering law”™ model, sec Hempel, “The Function of
General Laws in History”; “Explanation in Science and in History”; “Reasons and
Covering Taws in Historical Explanation.”

24. Hempel, “Aspects of Scientific Explanation,” pp. 415-425, 364-376. For a
cogent defense of the symmetry thesis, see also Grinbaum, Philosophical Problems,
pp. 281-313.
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part of an Unnecessary but Sufficient condition. By way of example,
imagine someone smoking in bed and burning the house down. On
the one hand, the smoker’s carelessness was not sufficient by izself to
start the fire, but it was certainly not causally irrelevant or redun-
dant; nor, on the other hand, was it a necessary condition of the
house burning down, since that disaster could have resulted from
other accidents as well. Nevertheless, the fire set by the smoker was
certainly sufficient, under the prevailing circumstances, to destroy
the house. As a minimum, Mackic’s clarification is a good deal more
complex than the usual conception of the cause as a sufficient
condition.25

The legal philosophers H. L. A. Hart and A. M. Honore have
criticized the form in which John Stuart Mill passed along Hume’s
doctrine of constant conjunction, a doctrine in which a singular
causal claim necessarily implics one or more universal laws, along
with a complex set of antecedent conditions. Mill distinguished a
‘philosophical’ from a ‘common’ notion of causation: In strict
philosophical terms, a// of the relevant anterior conditions jointly
constitute the (sufficient) cause of a particular effect, whercas our
common usage singles out just one of these antecedents as ‘the
cause’ of what we intend to explain. Commenting upon this aspect
of Mill’s analysis, Hart and Honore point out that commonsense
causal claims do not seem to rest upon knowledge of invariant
sequences, but upon looser generalities that may be downright
platitudinous. (People you hurt usually won’t like you afterward.)
In the context of legal judgments about human actions, Hart and
Honore really reject the identification of explanation with predic-
tion. When the lawyer, the historian, and the common man claim
that a person’s action caused another person to behave in a certain
way, for instance, they do not mean or need to asscert that under
similar circumstances, the same thing would happen again .26

According to Hart and Honore, moreover, there is no single
concept of causation, but a group of concepts united by certain

family resemblances. At the core of causal thinking, nevertheless,

7

25. Mackie, Cement of the Universe, p. 62.
26. Hart and Honore, Cawusation in the Law, pp. 8-23.
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there lies the notion of human action that affects the environment,
and that thus “makes a difference” in the “course of events.” This
sense of agency is central even where no human action is actually
involved.

The cause, though not a literal intervention, is a différence to
the normal course which accounts for the difference in the
outcome. . . . It is, moreover, a marked feature of these simple
causal statements that we do not regard them as asserted . . .
without warrant in a particular case if the maker of them cannot
specify any considerable number of the further required condi-
tions.

The first sentence here echoes Weber’s sense of alternate paths, of
the cause as a change in the initial conditions, of a deviation in the
‘normal’ course of events, and of the effect as an alteration in the
outcome to be expected in the absence of the cause. The second
sentence raises questions about Mill’s idea of ‘sclecting the ‘cause’
from among the relevant antecedent conditions. It is surely unreal-
istic to posit all of these conditions as fully known, whether in our
common experience or in a typical scientific experiment. Thus if we
add a few drops of an unknown chemical to salt water and there is
a precipitation, we may safely conclude that the injection of the
unknown reagent was the cause of the (unforeseen) reaction that
took place. But the nomological knowledge that supports our con-
clusion may be no more than a sense that salt water tends to remain
what it was unless something intervenes! Hart and Honore insist
upon the huge practical difference between prediction and retro-
spective explanation. Elsewhere, they further point out that prob-
abilistic generalizations cannot truly support singular causal
explanations, for to arguc that a given event was highly probable is
not vet to know why it occurred in the case at hand.2?

Partly inspired by Hart and Honore, Alasdair Maclntyre has
pointed to a legitimate sense of the term ‘cause’ that is equivalent
to “necessary, but not necessarily sufficient, condition”:

27, 1bid., pp. 24-57, esp. pp. 27, 29.
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For very often when we speak of ‘the’ cause of an event, for
instance at a coroner’s court in assigning responsibility for an
accident, we point to a condition, by itself necessary but not
sufficient for the occurrence of the accident. We do so when
events were in train such that without the condition in question
being satisfied the event would not have occurred. Taken by
itself the condition was necessary but not sufficient. Taken in
conjunction with all the other prior events, its satisfaction was
sufficient to bring about the accident. So it is with the ice patch
on the otherwise safe road.28

The claim about the ice patch is singular and retrospective. In the
review of events at the coroner’s court, it is known that there actually
was an ice patch, and that an accident actually occurred. There is no
suggestion that the accident could have been predicted, given all the
prevailing conditions; for these conditions could not be fully spelled
out. Of course the development of ice on a road surface increases the
objective probability of accidents, as von Kries and Weber stressed.
But no one believes in invariantlaws linking ice patches to accidents.
Attention at the coroner’s court is focused, rather, upon the train of
events in a particular case. The dynamic aspect of MacIntyre’s model
distinguishes it from Mackie’s account of ‘the cause’ as an ‘INUS
condition.” The real question is whether the train of events would
have led to the normal outcome of safe passage through the curve éf°
only the ice patch had been absent. It is the counterfirctnal claim that
the accident would not have occurred if the ice patch had not been
present that identifies the ice patch as the cause of the accident. A
great deal of reflection is nowadays devoted to the logical structure
and the methodological problems of counterfactual argument. In
certain experiments, one can ‘control for” all but one of a set of initial
conditions to test its causal cfficacy, and the point of regression
analysis is to assess how much of a given outcome may be ascribed to
a particular element in a complex of possible causes. Even without
pursuing the technical issues involved, we may conclude that Weber
set many of the terms of present-day theories and practices.

28. MaclIntyre, “Antecedents of Action,” p. 196; italics mine,
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The philosopher Donald Davidson, though generally perceived as
continuing in Hempel’s tradition, has sharply modified the received
view of the relationship between singular causal explanation and the
‘covering law’ model in its deductive nomological form. Here are

his decisive clarifications.

We are usually far more certain of a singular causal connection
than we are of any causal law governing the case. . . . Ignorance of
competent predictive laws docs not inhibit valid causal explana-
tions, or few causal explanations could be made. . . . ‘Windows
are fragile, and fragile things tend to break when struck hard
enough, other conditions being right’ is not a predictive law in
the rough—the predictive law, if we had it, would be quantita-
tive and would use very different concepts. . . . Iz is an evror to
think no explanation has been given until a low has been produced.
Linked with these errors is the idea that singular causal state-
ments necessarily indicate, by the concepts they employ, the
concepts that will occur in the entailed laws.29

These sentences do indeed remove the difficulties that arise if one
assumes that singular causal explanations must be directly deducible
from initial conditions and ‘covering’ laws; but they also reduce the
relevance of the ‘covering law’ model for the practice of causal
analysis. Suppose that historians have arrived at a genuine causal
explanation, without any recourse to the ‘covering law” theory. As
clarified by Davidson, that theory now stipulates that their successful
explanation does presuppose a law, though this law may not be
known, and may not be couched in terms similar to those of the
singular explanation. Isn’t it reasonable to ask how the historians
actually arrived at their causal claim—and why, no matter how they
reasoned, their conclusion necessarily implies a law? Weber assigned
an important explanatory function to nomological knowledge
broadly defined; but 1 believe he would have remained agnostic with
respect to the ‘covering law model,” at least in its deductive no-

29. Davidson, “Actions, Reasons, and Causcs,” pp. 16-17; I have slightly changed
the order of the sentences, and the italics are mine as well.
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mological variant. Even when students of the cultural and social
sciences explicitly cite or formulate lawlike generalizations, after all,
the laws at issue are almost always inductive-statistical or prob-
abilistic, rather than invariant and deterministic.

All the more important is the work Wesley Salmon has done on the
‘statistical relevance model” of scientific explanation. In Hempel’s
analysis, statistical explanation figured as a variation upon deductive
nomological explanation within the covering law scheme: with re-
spect to a certain class of explanandum events, the statement that they
occurred was deduced from the initial conditions and statistical laws
with a high probability. But as Salmon points out, statistical causal
explanation “involves a difference between two probabilities.”

What is crucial for statistical explanation . . . is not how prob-
able the explanans renders the explanandum, but rather,
whether the facts cited in the explanans make a difference to the
probability of the explanandum. To test the efficacy of any sort
of therapy . . . controlled experiments are required. By compar-
ing the outcomes in an experimental group . . . with those of a
control group . . . we procure evidence concerning the effec-
tiveness of the treatment.

In order to construct a satisfactory statistical explanation . . .
we need a prior probability of the occurrence to be explained,
as well as one or more posterior probabilities. A crucial feature
of the explanation will be the comparison between the prior
and posterior probabilities.

In the terminology we have been using, the prior probabilities
report the outcome in the absence of the cause; the posterior
probabilities report the outcome in the presence of the cause. The
divergence between the two can be described as an alteration in the
outcome that was brought about by the intervention of the cause.30

It should be noticed that Salmon, unlike Hempel, is committed
to causal explanation. Thus he has challenged the received view of
such noncausal generalizations as the ideal gas law.

30. Salmon, Four Decades, p. 59; Salmon, Scientific Explanation, pp. 33-34.



SINGULAR CAUSAL ANALYSIS

Non-causal regularitics, instead of having explanatory force . . .
cry out to be explained. Mariners, long before Newton, were
fully aware of the correlation between the behavior of tides and
the position and phase of the moon. But inasmuch as they were
totally ignorant of the causal relations involved, they rightly
made no claim to any understanding of why the tides ebb and
flow. ... Similarly . . . the ideal gas law had little or no explana-
tory power until its causal underpinnings were furnished by the
molecular-kinetic theory of gases. . . . We must give at least as
much attention to the (causal) explanations of regularities as we
do to explanations of particular facts. . . .

Developments in twenticth-century science should prepare us
for the eventuality that some of our scientific explanations will
have to be statistical—not merely because our knowledge is in-
complete . . . but rather, because nature itselfis inherently statis-
tical. . . . By employing a statistical conception of causation . . . it
is possible to fit together harmoniously the causal and statistical
factors in explanatory contexts.

No longer a stepchild of deductive-nomological explanation, statis-
tical analysis has here become the foundation of a new causalism.3!

To illustrate his interrelated views of statistical and causal expla-
nation, Salmon cites the incidence of leukemia among military
personnel who witnessed the testing of an atomic bomb in 1957 and
calls attention to several key features of this tragic case.

(1) The location of the individual at the time of the blast is
statistically relevant to the occurrence of leukemia; the prob-
ability of leukemia for a person located 2 kilometers from the
hypocenter of an atomic blast . . . is not high. . . . But it is
markedly higher than for a random member of the entire
human population. It is the statistical relevance of exposure to
an atomic blast, not a bigh prebubility, which has explanatory
torce. . ..

(2) There is a causal process which connects the occurrence of

31. Salmon, “Why Ask, ‘Why?’?.” pp. 408—409.
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the bomb blast with the physiological harm done to people at
some distance from the explosion. . . .

(3) At each end of the causal process—i.c., the transmission
of radiation from the bomb to the person—there is a causal
interaction. . . . Each of these interactions may well be irreduc-
ibly statistical and indeterministic, but that is no reason to deny
that they are causal.

Some probabilistic claims reflect deficiencies in our knowledge; but
Salmon’s main interest is in érreducibly statistical and indeterministic
causal interactions.32

In the further development of his argument, Salmon defines and
distinguishes (a) a process or causal process and a causal interaction.

In ordinary affairs a chance meeting with a friend in a super-
market would normally be considered an event; the entire
shopping trip might qualify as a process. In microphysics a
collision of a photon with an electron would constitute an
event; an electron orbiting an atomic nucleus would qualify as
a process. . . . Somcthing that, in one context, would be con-
sidered a single process (such as running a mile) would often
be considered a complex combination of many processes from
another standpoint (e.g., that of a physiologist).

The collision of two billiard balls, and the emission or absorp-
tion of a photon, are standard examples of causal interactions.
Interactions are the sort of things we are inclined to identify as
cvents.

Clearly, Weber’s strikingly dynamic view of singular causal analysis
could be restated in terms of causal processes and causal interac-
tions.33

At the ontological level, Salmon proposes to replace the vision of
the world as a set of events—and of objects at particular locations
in space and time—with reality as a network of causal processes and

32. Ibid., pp. 409-410.
33. Salmon, Four Decades, p. 108; “Why Ask, “Why?*2)” pp. 410-411.
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interactions. This alternate view of reality, as Salmon suggests, also
answers the questions initially asked by Hume about the connection
between causes and cffects.

If we think of a cause as one event, and of an effect as a distinet
event, then the connection between them is simply a spatio-
temporally continuous causal process. This sort of answer did
not occur to Hume. . . . [because he thought of] chains of
events with discrete [causal] links, rather than processes analo-
gous to continuous filaments.

Thus, as Salmon writes, “causal processes constitute precisely the
causal connections that Hume sought, but was unable to find.”
Propagated across space and time, causal processes can interact, and
that is how they bring about events.

Causal processes propagate the structure of the physical
world. . . . Causal interactions produce the structure and
modifications of structure that we find in the patterns exhibited
by the physical world.

Causal processes transmit energy, information, structure, and
causal influence; they also transmit propensities to enter into
various kinds of interactions under appropriate circumstances.

A world characterized by the transmission of causal influences and
propensities to interact, ncedless to say, is a more Weberian world
than the world of constant conjunction and of deductive nomologi-
cal explanation envisaged by Hume and Hempel.34

Salmon’s network of processes is in some sense an open one, soO
that the structure of the world may be indeterministic.,

From the traditional standpoint, causality is incompatible with
indeterminism—that is, to whatever extent . . . events are not
completely determined, to that extent they cannot be explained

34. Salmon, “Why Ask, ‘Why?*2)” p. 411; Scientific Explanation, pp. 147, 132,
261.
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90
causally. . . . [But] according to the explicitly probabilistic
account of causality developed [here] . . . it is possible to

provide caunsal cxplanations of incluctably stochastic events.

Weber’s agnosticism with respect to determinism, it secems, was even
sounder than he knew.35

Nothing more vividly recalls Weber’s account of singular causal
analysis, finally, than Salmon’s diagram of a causal interaction, in
which two intersecting causal processes are both altered, and two
new causal processes result. Figure 2 is an adaptation of Salmon’s
illustration.36

(A)

Figurc 2

Suppose we focus upon one of the initial processes (A-X), and we
conceive its interaction with the other process (C-X) as an interven-
ing modification of (A-X). We can then regard the deviation of
(X-B") from the course (X-B)—along with the actual outcome (B',
rather than B), as an effect of the modification of the process (A-X)
by the intervening (C-X). And what we arrive at strikingly resembles
Weber’s model of singular causal explanation, although it is certainly
more complete.

Much of what contemporary philosophers have argued seems
compelling. More important, the formulations I have cited can help
us to appreciate Weber’s occasionally difficult arguments. We begin
to see why he refused to equate singular causal explanation with

35. Salmon, Scientific Imagination, p. 243.
36. Salmon, “Why Ask, ‘Why?’2,” p. 417.
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deduction from predictive laws. We understand his interest in ob-
jective probability, and his essentially dynamic view of history as a
network of alternate processes or developmental paths. We recog-
nize the centrality of counterfactual and comparative analysis in the
cultural and social sciences. We even begin to share Weber’s agnos-
ticism with respect to the issue of determinism. As we shall see in
the next chapter, moreover, the tactic of interpreting Weber’s texts
in the light of convincing present-day formulations was strongly
recommended by Weber himself.



INTERPRETATION AND EXPLANATION

Though firmly committed to causal analysis, Weber persistently
emphasized the role of interpretation in the cultural and social
sciences. He used the terms Verstehen (interpretive understanding)
and Deuten (interpretation) to characterize this part of his methodo-
logical program; more rarely, he referred to nachfiiblend Verstehen
(empathetic understanding). At the same time, he always regarded
interpretation as an element in causal analysis, writing of the need
for ‘interpretive explanation,” and ultimately recommending an ‘in-
terpretive sociology’ (verstehende Soziologie). This much is generally
known; but we should look a little more carefully at the way in
which Weber wedded interpretation to explanation.

From Interpretation to Causal Analysis

In his carly (1904) essay on “Objectivity,” Weber touched briefly
upon the social scientist’s effort “empathetically to understand”
both “intellectual processes” and human behaviors, the latter on the
basis of informal observation and “rules of rational action.” He was
anxious to challenge the view that the cultural, historical, and social
sciences depend upon ‘teleological’ reasoning about human “pur-
poses’ and intentions. To undermine this position, Weber redefined
the aim of an action as its cause. Bor the cultural scientist, he wrote,
a “‘purpose’ is . . . the image of an outcome that becomes the cause
of an action.” Agents envisage the results they hope to achieve,



INTERPRETATION AND EXPLANATION

along with means of attaining these results, and that is what moves
them to act. The specific characteristic of “this kind of cause,”
Weber added, is that we can “understand” it. From Weber’s causal-
ist perspective, in other words, the peculiarity of the cultural and
social sciences has nothing to do with ‘teleology’; but it does
crucially depend upon accounts of actions that entail the “interpre-
tive understanding” of their “causes.” Weber never wavered from
this early position; much of what he wrote after 1904 was intended
to specify the methods of interpretation and the relationship be-
tween interpretation and explanation.!

In his 1905 critique of Karl Knies, for example, Weber drew a line
between interpreting a written or spoken “expression” (Ausserung)
on the one hand, and understanding the motive of an action on the
other. In making this distinction, he explicitly followed Georg Sim-
mel, with whom he nevertheless disagreed on subordinate issues.
Simmel had argued that the ‘objective’ interpretation of what has
been expressed and transmitted is based upon the ‘logical’ recon-
struction of thought ‘contents’ that are ‘objectively’ available to the
interpreter. (Some of our most reliable interpretations are of such
written sentences as ‘2 + 2 =4”). In thus focusing upon propositions
{rather than spoken commands, for example), Simmel neglected the
‘subjective” intentions of the speakers or writers whose ‘expressions’
were at issuc. Dissatisfied with this limitation, Weber called for
attention to the purposes of persons who made particular state-
ments. But it was easiest for him to do this by enlarging upon the
understanding of actions in terms of the agents’ motives, which also
struck Simmel as a separate problem.?

It was the ‘motivational understanding’ of actions or of action
orientations that Weber chiefly had in mind when he stressed the

explanatory significance of interpretation: “Any . . . science about
human behavior . . . [including about] any intellectual act and any
psychic habitus . . . secks to understand this behavior, and thereby

1. Weber, “Objektivitit,” pp. 173, 183.

2. Weber, “Knies,” pp. 92-95; see also “Grundbegrifte,” p. 1. Much of Weber’s
discussion of interpretation was imbedded in a critique of the subjectivist psychology
of Hugo Miinsterberg; but his positive point of departure was the work of Simmel.
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interpretively to explain its progression [Ablanf].” The difficulty of
the passage stems from the fact that its main subject is an ‘outward’
conrse of action, but that in Weber’s view, this ‘progression” can be
understood only in terms of ‘inner’ events and dispositions. Weber
agreed with Simmel’s observation that human behaviors are often
very difficult to understand or to predict, since individuals may react
to similar situations in dissimilar ways. But Weber pointed out that
ordinary ‘rules of adequate causation’ typically fall short of full
predictive power as well. He thus felt free to insist that the “inter-
pretive investigation of motives” is a form of “causal attribution,”
and thus an integral part of the larger project of causal analysis in
the cultural and social sciences. Consistent with this position, Weber
held that the interpreter must try to determine what actually moved
persons to act in particular cases. He warned against the view that
the agents themselves are the most reliable informants about the
grounds of their actions. Nor was he content to know what consid-
erations mught reasonably have motivated certain behaviors under
specified conditions. It is the agent’s actual motive that the investi-
gator must seek to identify, since it was the true cause of the action
that has to be explained.?

We must guard against two misreadings of Weber that are possi-
ble at this point. First, we should not attribute to him the identificat-
ion of ‘motives’ with such broad dispositions as ‘pride,’
‘benevolence,” or ‘greed.” Since he held that the cause of an action
may be the agent’s vision of an outcome, he was clearly referring to
fairly specific aims, along with deliefs about how to attain them. Any
doubts on that score are resolved by Weber’s persistent emphasis
upon ‘purposively rational’ (zweckrational) action as the most un-
derstandable type of behavior. As Weber noted in his essay on Knies,
interpreters are well advised to begin by supposing that the actions
they observe are rationally selected, usually to achieve specific ends.
It is such purposively rational action that can create the false impres-
sion of ‘teleology.” In reality, the image of a desired result is the
canse of the action; but it can play that role only if it encompasses

3. Weber, “Wertfreiheit,” p. 532 (for quote); “Knies,” pp. 114-115, 134; “Stu-
dien,” p. 282.
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beliefs about the means of attaining the outcome envisioned. Of
course Weber knew perfectly well that many actions are zot pur-
posively rational, and that some are not rational at all. Yet even for
such cases, Weber recommended the model of purposively rational
action as a vseful starting point, if only to ‘measure’ the deviation
between the course of action that would have been rational and the
behaviors actually observed.

The other trap we must avoid is the temptation to confound the
‘subjectivity’ of the agents under investigation with the ‘subjectivity’
of the investigator. Weber distinguished the “inner” processes that
define the “sense” or “meaning” (Simm) of an action from the
“outer” bchaviors that are shaped by that meaning. But he was
interested neither in inner states for their own sake nor in mere
bodily movements as such. Like Simmel, he avoided the tacit as-
sumption that successful causal explanations must be microscopic,
linking all elementary constituents of a total state to their counter-
parts in a subsequent state. The cultural and social sciences, he held,
deal primarily with the causal relationships between “inner” mean-
ings and their “outer” expressions; indeed, a motivational interpre-
tation can be empirically validated only in terms of the outward
behaviors it actually accounts for, and these are objectively given.5

At no point did Weber suggest, in any case, that the identification
of an agent’s ‘subjective’ motive depends in any way upon the
‘subjectivity’ of the interpreter. On the contrary, following Simmel,
Weber repeatedly stressed that one does not have to be Caesar to
understand him. Much of Weber’s commentary on Knies, in fact,
was written to challenge the subjectivist fallacy that interpretation is
an intuitive ‘identification’ with the persons who are ‘understood,’
or an empathetic reproduction of their inner states. Of course we
may at times “experience” (erleben) an apparently unmediated sense
of another person’s feelings. Still, we must leave the realm of imme-
diate but inarticulate insight to reach justifiable interpretations,

4. Weber, “Knies,” pp. 126-130.

5. Ibid., p. 83. For Weber’s repudiation of (Stammler’s) thesis that only bodily
movement, or the physical and physiological, is capable of causal explanation, see
Weber, “Nachtrag,” pp. 360-361.
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which are deliberate constructions, not intuitive flashes. Weber sus-
pected that irrationalist views of interpretation reflect a confusion
between the gemesis of interpretive understandings and their
gustification. For in the cultural and social sciences as in other
disciplines, new knowledge often originates in intuitions, which
then have to be validated in more formal arguments and proce-
dures.¢

Weber acknowledged the role of informal, commonsense, or ‘folk
psychology’ (Vulgarpsychologie) in what he sometimes called ‘empa-
thetic understanding.” He believed that both observed behavioral
regularities and forms of ‘rational action” may sustain judgments of
‘adequate causation” in human affairs. At the same time, he strenu-
ously resisted the view that explanation in the cultural and social
sciences must be deduced from the ‘laws’ of systematic psychology,
or that psychology is the foundational science for history, econom-
ics, and related disciplines. Psychophysical regularities about re-
sponses to stimuli, rote learning and the like, he thought, are mere
‘givens’ for the historian. Like the findings of the psychopathologist,
they may well be causally relevant to singular actions and events. But
they function as background conditions, not as elements in inter-
pretations. Historians often draw upon the findings of other disci-
plines, including the natural sciences; but their primary concern is
with the interpretation of actions and beliefs.

In so far as psychological concepts and rules or statistical data
are not accessible to ‘interpretation,’ they are . . . accepted as
‘given,” but . . . do not satisfy . . . [our] specifically “historical
interest.’

This position grew partly out of Weber’s identification of the ‘his-
torically interesting” with the ‘culturally relevant.” But it mainly
reflects his conviction that the interpretive explanation of human
actions and beliefs is not deducible from psychophysical laws,
though it does draw upon ‘folk psychology’ or, more typically, upon
‘rules of rational action.” As Weber wrote in a 1909 letter to Lujo

6. Weber, “Knies,” pp. 100, 111-113, 116-122, for this and what follows.
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Brentano, “Our ‘theory’ is ‘rational,” not ‘psychological,” in its
foundations.””

Nothing is more central to Weber’s methodology, in any case,
than the maxim that interpreters must at least begin by supposing
that the actions and beliefs they seek to understand are ‘rational’ in
some sense of that term. Clearly influenced by Carl Menger’s un-
derstanding of marginal utility theory as an abstraction from a more
complex reality, Weber repeatedly used economic examples to ex-
plicate his views. What the “economic principle” stipulates, he
argued, is how agents wonld behave if they fully knew their present
and future needs, and effectively related them to the resources
available to them. Such omniscient and purely rational cconomic
agents may not exist in the real world; but the model is beuristically
usctul, especially in an age of increasing economic rationality. In the
same way, we may imagine a perfectly informed and rational military
commander, if only to judge to what extent the decisions of an
actual general matched those of his ideal colleague. Not only eco-
nomics, but all the social sciences need such “rational construc-
tions.” Economics, especially in its historical form, “interpretively
understands human actions in their motives and consequences,” and
is thus “intimately linked to interpretive sociology.”$

Weber left no doubt that the rationality he proposed to attribute
to the agents and beliefs to be investigated was ‘our” rationality, the
rationality of the investigator: “We obviously ‘understand’ without
difficulty that a thinker solves a certain ‘problem’ in a way that we
ourselves consider normatively correct.” Weber used the term ‘right
rationality’ (Richtigheitsrationalitit) to refer to what we (the inter-
preters) ourselves consider ‘correct’ reasoning. On the one hand, of
course, the norm of ‘right rationality’ functions as “the a priori of

7. Ibid., pp. 82-84, esp. p. 84. As a behavioral “rule of adequate causation,”
Weber (p. 112) cited this mock-formal ‘lesson’ from the German humorist Wilhelm
Busch’s “Plisch und Plum™: “Those who rejoice at others” mistortunes usually make
themsclves unpopular.” Weber noted (a) that this ‘rule’ could explain British reac-
tions to German attitudes during the Boer War, and (b) that its explicit statement
did not add much to our understanding of the particular casc it might be said to
‘cover.” For the letter to Brentano, see MWG, T1/6, p. 108.

8. Weber, “Diskussion 1910,” pp. 482—483; “Gutachten,” pp. 138-139.
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all scientific investigation™; but it may also serve more specifically as
an aid to interpretive understanding. On the other hand, ‘wrong’
thinking is accessible to interpretation as well. “The hypothetical
attribution of ‘right rationality’ to an agent or a text is therefore just
an especially useful—and “understandable™—point of departure for

the interpretive enterprise.

Even to ‘understand’ an incorrect calculation or logical state-
ment, and to . . . assess . . . its influence, one not only has to .
.. recheck it by means of correct . . . thinking, but also explicitly
to identify . . . the precise point . . . at which [it] deviates from

what the [investigator] himself considers ‘correct.’

The point of deviation may be particularly characteristic, causally
relevant or culturally interesting, especially if the “truth value” of a
line of reasoning is a source of its ‘value relatedness,” as in the history
ofa discipline. Consistent with his emphasis upon ‘right rationality” as
a point of departure, Weber insisted that art historians, for example,
must be capable of substantive artistic judgments in their own right.9

It should be noted that Weber’s formulations typically deal with
whole patterns or sequences of behavior, rather than with isolated
actions. On onc occasion, he underlined the causal significance of
constant “motives” that, once empirically established, may be as-

kid

cribed to a “personality,” even while they can be traced in turn to
defining experiences and the like. Goethe’s letters to Charlotte von
Stein, as he pointed out in another passage, arc historically interest-
ing in their own right; but they may also testify to causal influences
upon Goethe’s work at that time. They may have been “real links in
a causal chain,” and even if they had no such immediate impact, they
may still offer insights into Goethe’s outlook, or into the “intellec-
tual habitus” of the circles in which he moved. They could be of
interest to a sociologist of culture, or even to a psychiatrist. In short,
they may be studied for their own distinctive traits, as means of
insight into surrounding contexts, or as clements in the network of

9. Weber, “Wertfreiheit,” pp. 531-534, 524, esp. pp. 532-533, which closely
parallels “Gutachten,” pp. 135-136.
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causal chains that make up the historical world. Weber’s methodol-
ogy was highly flexible; it presupposed interpretation; but its overall
framework was a dynamic causalism.10

In his 1907 essay on Rudolf Stammler, Weber defended his vision
of causal analysis against what he clearly considered fashionable
obscurantism. Stammler, regarding legal and conventional norms as
constitutive of social systems, had characterized group life as essen-
tially ‘rule-governed’ (geregelt). While holding that his insight un-
dermined ‘historical materialism,” he also suggested that the actions
of Robinson Crusoe, the hypothetically isolated economic individ-
ual, were purely ‘technical” and thus objects of investigation for the
natural rather than the social sciences. Reacting sharply, Weber
pointed out that Robinson’s ‘techniques’ for survival were no more
or less decisively affected by his beliefs about the effects of his actions
than those of an entreprencur trying to manage his workers by
means of wages and other positive or negative incentives. The fact
that the entrepreneur reckons with causal chains that encompass
conscious processes, Weber argued, is irrelevant in principle. Of
course human actions must be understood in terms of their mean-
ings. But if Crusoe deliberately notches trees that he intends to cut
for the winter, his actions arc quite as meaningtul as the manager’s
recourse to monetary conventions. 11

More important, Weber directly attacked the thesis that to under-
stand a socicty is to grasp the ‘rules’ that govern it. He did this partly
by distinguishing several senses of the word ‘rule’ (Regel): a rule
may be an observed regularity, one less strict than a scientific law,
yet sound enough to sustain a judgment of ‘adequate causation’; it
may be a legal or customary norm of conduct; or it may be a
behavioral maxim, the ‘rule’ actually guiding an action. Legal or
conventional norms accepted as valid within a social group may
nonctheless be circumvented in practice. Furthermore, agents may
be partly or wholly unaware of the maxims guiding their behavior,
so that only ‘outside’ investigators can fully articulate them. Thus
social scientists cannot be content to understand the ‘rules’ of a

10. Weber, “Knies,” p. 48; “Studien,” pp. 241-244.
11. Weber, “Stammler,” esp. pp. 324-326, 331-333.
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society; they must interpret and explain the actions and beliefs of
social agents. Of course juridical laws may function as causes, affect-
ing expectations about the cffects of behaviors, especially if they are
reinforced by sanctions. For the sociologist, Weber remarked, the
‘validity” of a law is just the empirical “chance” that under given
circumstances, certain actions—or other consequences—will ensue.
Moreover, laws and maxims alike may serve as hypothetical models
of social practice, if only to ‘measure’ the distances that separate
them from the observed realities. Investigators themselves may con-
struct such maxims as those of economic rationality for analogous
analytical purposes. Still, no matter through what cognitive strate-
gies, social scientists must seck to know the causcs and consequences
of social actions; their task cannot be limited to the understanding
of ‘rules’ in Stammler’s loose sense of that term.12

Interpretive Sociology

Among Weber’s methodological writings, two stand out as particu-
larly significant, because they summarize Weber’s own position with-
out commenting upon the work of others. Their titles, in translation,
are “About Some Categories of Interpretive Sociology” (1913), and
“Basic Concepts of Sociology” (1921), and the first is really an early
version of the second. Taken together, these two articles offer a full
and consistent account of Weber’s project. They are densely written
and hard to read. Yet even at the cost of occasional repetition, we
should follow these formulations with close attention.

Here are the well-known definitions that form the opening of the
second essay.

Sociology . . . [is] a discipline that sccks interpretively to un-
derstand social action and thereby causally to explain it in its
progression and in its effects. “Action’ . . . [is defined as] human
behavior (whether outer or inner) . . . [and including failure to

12. Ibid., pp. 322-324, 328-331, 336-337, 342-343, 356-357; Weber,
“Diskussion 1910,” p. 478. Even the multiplication table, Weber added in “Wert-
freiheit,” p. 531, concerns the historical sociologist not as a norm, but as a conven-
tional maxim that affccts actions.
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act] in so far as the agent or agents associate it with a subjective
meaning. ‘Social” action . . . is . . . related in its intended
meaning, and oriented in its progression, to the behavior of
others.

While the principal subject matter of sociology is thus defined as
social action, Weber acknowledges that much of the action of inter-
est to the sociologist is oriented toward the nonmeaningful objects
of the ‘external world.” In fact, he devotes less attention to the
obvious distinction between action and social action than to the
more difficult topic of meaningful action in general. When he writes
about the ‘progression’ (Verlauf, Ablanf) of an action, he points not
only to behavioral seguences, rather than isolated events, but also to
the ‘outer’ manifestations of ‘inner’ processes. The interpretive
sociologist, he specifies, is interested neither in purely inward states
nor in outward behavior as such, but in action, especially in action
that is “co-determined by . . . its meaningful relatedness to the
behavior of others and . . . interpretively explainable in terms of . .
. [its] intended meaning.™13

As in other contexts, Weber insists that an action must be un-
derstood in terms of the agent’s “subjectively intended” meaning,
rather than a logically ‘valid” or metaphysically ‘true’ meaning.
The investigator must know what the agent or agents really had
in mind; what actually made them act as they did. This is what
sets the cultural and social studies apart from such prescriptive or
dogmatic fields of inquiry as jurisprudence, logic, ethics, or aes-
thetics. Logical or juridical norms and constructs may serve as
hypothetical models in the search for subjectively intended mean-
ings; but that is a question about analytical tactics, not about the
objects of study. As for the intended meanings of actions, they
may be those of a single individual, those prevailing on the average
within a particular group, or thosc attributed to a hypothetically
constructed ‘typical’ agent.

13. Weber, “Grundbegriffe,” p. 1; “Kategorien,” pp. 431, 429.
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‘Understanding’ . . . signifies the interpretation of the meaning
or complex of meanings (a) actually intended in a particular
case . . . or (b) intended on the average and approximately . . .
or (¢) to be constructed . . . for the pure type (ideal type) of a
frequent phenomenon. The concepts and ‘laws’ posited by
pure cconomic theory, for example, are such ideal-typical con-
structions. . . . Real action proceeds only rarely (the stock
exchange)—and even then only approximately—as projected in
the ideal type.

Among other things, this passage introduces us to the concept of
the ‘ideal type,” which plays so large and complex a role in Weber’s
methodology that we will shortly consider it at greater length. For
the moment, we need to recognize only that the ‘pure’ economic
theory of Carl Menger informed Weber’s account of ‘ideal typical’
construction, and that he frequently used the example of cconomic
theory to clarify the tactics of interpretation. 14

While charting the concepts and methods of ‘interpretive sociol-
ogy,” Weber repeatedly called attention to the fimits of interpretive
understanding. Along with pathological states, which may be partly
understandable for experts, he cited such “nonmeaningful” or
“meaningless” (sinnfremd) phenomena as the onset of epidemics and
the facts of the human life cycle, such psychophysical processes as
changes in pulse rates or reaction times, rates of rote learning, habitu-
ation, and fatigue, and such ‘naked’ psychological facts as feelings of
physical pleasure and pain. Discoverable regularities in these areas,
Weber held, are no more closely related to the cognitive objectives of
the cultural and social sciences than the more typical laws of the
natural sciences, including the laws of biology pertinent to epidemics,
for example. Of course, ‘meaningless’ realities may be of very great
significance as conditions and consequences of human actions.

Nonmeaningful processes or objects are relevant for all disci-
plines concerned with actions, as occasions, outcomes, aids or

14. Weber, “Grundbegrifte,” pp. 1-2, 4, esp. p. 4; see also “Grenznutzlehre,”
pp. 396-397.
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impediments of human actions. ‘Nonmeaningful” is not identi-
cal with ‘nonliving’ or ‘nonhuman.’

For on the one hand, machines can be ‘understood’ in relation to
human purposes and actions, whether as means or as products. On
the other hand, human actions are thoroughly integrated into a
wider network of causal relationships, which also encompasses
‘meaningless’ phenomena.ls

Weber repeatedly tried to chart the range of phenomena that can
be interpreted, along with the different types of ‘understanding’
involved. In a somewhat problematic effort at classification, he
suggested a basic distinction between “immediate” (aktnell) and
“explanatory” understanding.

Understanding can signify (1) the immediate understanding of
the intended meaning of an action (including an cxpression).
For example, we immediately ‘understand’ the meaning of the
sentence 2 X 2 = 4 that we hear or read (rational immediate
understanding of thoughts), or an outburst of anger that mani-
fests itself in facial expressions, interjections, irrational motions
(irrational immediate understanding of affects), or the behavior
of someone who chops wood or . . . aims a gun at an animal
(rational immediate understanding of actions).

But understanding can also signity (2) explanatory under-
standing. We ‘understand’ in terms of motives [motivationally]
what meaning the person who enunciated or wrote down the
sentence 2 X 2 =4 associated with it by doing it just at a certain
time and in a certain context, if we see him engaged in . . . an
economic calculation . . . [or] a technical assessment, into
which the sentence “fits’ and thus takes on a certain meaning
. . . {rational understanding of motives). We understand the
chopping of wood or the aiming of the gun, not only immedi-
ately but also motivationally, if we know that the person chop-
ping wood did so either for pay or . . . for recreation
(rationally), or perhaps ‘because he was abreacting nervous

15. Weber, “Kategorien,” pp. 428-431; “Grundbegrifie,” p. 3.
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excitement’ (irrationally). . . . Finally, we motivationally under-
stand the outburst of anger, if we know that it stems from
jealousy . . . [or] wounded pride (affectually conditioned, and
thus motivationally irrational). All these are understandable
relations of meaning, the understanding of which we consider
explanations for the actual progression of behaviors. 16

The passage is not only complicated but also confusing—and poten-
tially misleading.

Part of the problem lies in the notion of ‘immediate’ (or ‘current’
akruell) ‘understanding.” The term comes close to suggesting em-
pathetic reproduction, particularly when applied to an emotional
outburst, for example. We know that Weber elsewhere repudiated
subjectivist accounts of ‘understanding,’ while emphasizing the dif-
ference between the genesis of an interpretation and its justification.
To remain consistent with that position, the word aktuell can only
signify the more or less instantaneous way in which certain proposi-
tions or gestures are ‘understood,’ presumably on the basis of prior
experience that could be partly or wholly specified. Yet the warrant
for our reconstruction of a mathematical proposition or theorem
surely differs from that for our ‘reading’ of a facial expression (which
might even be feigned). To defend particular interpretations of such
behaviors surely requires extended analyses of the relevant contexts,
in which the distinction between ‘immediate’ and ‘explanatory’
understanding will tend to break down. This is true also with respect
to such actions as aiming a gun at an animal (or playfully pointing
it, or testing the sights), which can scarcely be understood without
reference to the ‘motive’—in all its potential complexity. Weber’s
whole catalogue thus really boils down to his early distinction
between the rational reconstruction of ‘expressions’ (in Simmel’s
sense of ‘thought contents’) and the interpretation of actions, in-
cluding the action of speaking or writing, in terms of ‘motives’ that
are causes.

In a more systematic approach to the varicties of ‘understanding,’
Weber began by describing possible interpretations as more or less

16. Weber, “Grundbegrifte,” pp. 3—4.



INTERPRETATION AND EXPLANATION

“evident.” He used the German term Evidensz to signify something
like verisimilitude. Like all cognition, he argued, interpretation
strives for Evidemz, which in the case of ‘understanding’ may be
either rational or empathetic. The “rationally evident” is “intellec-
tually understood,” fully clarified and penetrated in its “meaning
relationships.” The “cmpathetically cvident” is “fully reexperi-
enced.” Thus, on the one hand, we completely understand the
Pythagorean theorem, logically ‘right’ reasoning, sound inferences
from empirical data, or the choice of empirically proven means to
attain given ends; it is of course onr standards that determine what
is ‘right,” sound, or empirically proven. Somewhat less fully, we
understand errors or confusions to which we ourselves might have
succumbed. On the other hand, we can empathetically reexpericnce
irrational states, emotional relationships, or sequences of affects only
to the extent that we have passed through them ourselves. Weber
clearly considered this kind of projection from the interpreter’s
‘inner’ experience much less reliable than rational understanding.
Noting again that one does not have to be Caesar to understand
Caesar, he argued that the ability to reexperience another’s feelings
on the basis of one’s own is ot a precondition of understanding as
such. It may enhance the Epidenz of an interpretation; but the fact
that it “possesses this quality of Evidenz to a particularly high
degree,” Weber wrote, “does not . . . in itself prove anything about
its empirical validity.” “For behaviors identical in their external
progression and result may rest upon greatly divergent constella-
tions of motives.” Wherever possible, the ‘understanding’ of a
meaning relationship must therefore be “checked with the ordinary
methods of causal analysis.”17

Weber was especially cautious about the role of empathy. Mystical
experiences that cannot be articulated, he warned, are bound to be
incompletely accessible for interpreters not susceptible to such
states. The behaviors of infants are hard to interpret. Ultimate value
orientations, as well as sexual and other instinctual drives, are typi-
cally not understood, but simply accepted as given. Sociologists
must be prepared to deal with merely pretended purposes, rationali-

17. Ibid., p. 2; Weber, “Kategorien,” p. 428.
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zations, displaced emotional gratifications, and plainly incompre-
hensible motivations. Meaningful and nonmeaningful elements may
be intertwined in a sequence of phenomena, and behaviors may be
‘objectively’ rational, though the agents involved are unaware of the
consistencies observable in their actions.

Weber actually distinguished four types of action: in the eyes of
the relevant agents, “purposively rational [ zweckrational]” action is
‘adequate’ to bring about desired ends; “value rational [wertra-
tional]” action is grounded in coherent normative commitments;
“traditional” action follows accustomed patterns of practice, while
“affectual” action is driven by purely emotional states. In his sub-
stantive sociological and political writings, Weber repeatedly
stressed the differences between these four kinds of behavior, espe-
cially that between purposively rational and value rational action. In
his methodological essays, however, he mainly emphasized the di-
vide between rationality and irrationality, while assigning a particu-
larly vital role to purposive rationality. But he also pointed out that
even the line between meaningful action and merely reactive behav-
ior is far from clear in reality; traditional orientations in effect
straddle the border between the two realms. Itis in the light of these
complexities that Weber stressed the need to verify interpretive
hypotheses by means of ordinary causal reasoning. 18

At the same time, Weber firmly anchored the tactics of interpre-
tation in the hypothetical models of purposive and of ‘right’ ration-
ality. Interpretation based upon the assumption of the agent’s
purposive rationality, according to Weber, achieves a high degree of
Evidenz. To suppose that an action was indeed purposively rational
(from the interpreter’s point of view) is to say that certain means
had to be chosen to reach the ends in view. The model of purposively
rational action may thus be linked to the ideal type of ‘right ration-
ality’ (Richtigkeitstypus), which applies to the interpretation of value
rational actions and of beligfs as well: maximally ‘evident’ to us is
reasoning that meets our own standards of rationality, along with
actions and outcomes demonstrably brought about by appropriate

18. Weber, “Kategorien,” pp. 429, 433, 435; “Grundbegrifte,” pp. 2, 12-13,
including for what preceded.
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means. Of course we must not automatically attribute rationality to
a text or to an agent. A tactical construct of action based upon crrors
of judgment (Irrtumstypus) may be just as relevant in a particular
instance as the type of right rationality. Even well-established
mathematical theorems and logical norms are no more significant
for the student of action, in any case, than “conventional usages”
that may have affected observed behaviors.

The degree of right rationality of an action is an empirical
question. For where the real relationships among their objects
are concerned, rather than their own presuppositions, empirical
disciplines unavoidably practice ‘naive realism,” although in
forms that vary with the characteristics of their objects.

It follows that interpretation on the rationality model is a strazegic
device, not an ultimate goal of sociology, and that sociology is not
inherently ‘rationalistic.” On the contrary, as Weber strenuously
insisted, practitioners of the cultural and social sciences rarely en-
counter puvely rational actions and beliefs in reality. Their ‘ration-
alism” is exclusively heuristic.19

All the more important is the tactical role Weber assigned to
observed deviations from purposive and/or right rationality. His
formulations on this subject recall his triadic scheme of singular
causal explanation. Having projected the course of action that wouid
follow from purposive rationality, sociologists must chart the diver-
gemce between it and the actual ‘progression” of behavior, since that
alone will permit “the causal attribution of the deviation to the
irrationalities” that account for it.

The more clearly an action . . . [conforms to] right rationality,
the less . . . [need is there for] psvchological considerations.
Conversely, any explanation of ‘irrational” processes . . . pri-
marily requires the sociologist to determine how the action
would have procceded in the limiting case of purposive and

19. Weber, “Grundbegrifte,” p. 1; “Kategorien,” pp. 428, 434, 437438, esp.
p. 437.
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right rationality. For only . . . [in the light of this determination
can the sociologist] undertake the causal attribution of the
[behavior] to . . . objectively and subjectively “irrational’ com-
ponents . . . [or judge] what aspects of the action . . . are ‘only
psychologically’ explicable . . . based upon objectively errone-
ous orientations, or upon subjectively purposive irrationality . .
. [i.e. upon] motives that are either wholly incomprehensible
and [thus] knowable only through rules of experience, or else
understandable but not purposively rational.

The passage suggests a rich collection of interpretive strategies, from
the model of right rationality, to other forms of ‘understandably’
meaningful or ‘psychologically’ comprehensible action and belief,
and finally on to behaviors that can only be explained by reference
to ‘rules of experience.’20

More specifically, Weber noted that investigators may encounter
purposively rational actions based upon assumptions they cannot
share; magical practices based upon animist beliefs may serve as
examples. In a catalogue of possibilities confronting the interpretive
sociologist, Weber distinguished the following six alternatives: (1)
the more or less fully realized type of right rationality, (2) the type
of subjectively purposive rationality, (3) action more or less uncon-
sciously or incompletely oriented in a purposively rational sense, (4)
action that is not purposively rational but understandably meaning-
ful, (5) behavior that is less than fully understandable as meaningful
and more or less interspersed or codetermined by nonmeaningful
relationships, and (6) wholly incomprehensible psychic or physical
states. These six possibilities, according to Weber, are not clearly
separated in reality; rather, they are linked by gradual transitions on
a single continuous scale.2!

Nevertheless, Weber was particularly interested in the divergence
between the ideal type of right rationality and empirically observed
beliefs and behavioral ‘progressions.” As in other contexts, he added
that both right rationality and deviations from it may be culturally

20. Weber, “Grundbegrifte,” p. 2; “Kategorien,” pp. 430432, esp. p. 432.
21. Ibid., pp. 433, 435.
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as well as causally significant, depending upon the investigator’s
value-related concerns: “Not only for a history of logic or of other
disciplines, but in all other areas as well . . . [the] secams at which
tensions between the empirical and the type of right rationality can
break open are of the highest significance.” One clear instance of
the tension Weber refers to is that between rational reconstruction
and attention to empirical contingency in the history of knowl-
edge.22

It is the tactical centrality of right rationality in interpretation that
accounts for Weber’s reservations about psychology. He admitted
that the understanding of irrational states may be facilitated by
certain forms of interpretive psychology, including ‘folk’ psychol-
ogy. He further conceded that truly significant behavioral laws may
eventually be discovered. Yet even if that happens, Weber believed,
the enhanced science of psychology will be no more fundamental to
the enterprise of interpretation than the findings of biology, for
example. Above all, such models as that of economically rational
action are applicable to individuals of divergent ‘psychological’ char-
acteristics. Too many methodologists simply assume that what is not
‘physical” must be ‘psychological.” Yet “the meaning of a mathe-
matical problem is surcly not ‘psychological’”—on these grounds,
Max Weber was no less hostile than Emile Durkheim to the notion
that psychology is the theoretical foundation of sociology.23

At the same time, Weber was extremely cautious about the reli-
ability of interpretation itself. In his deliberately broad definition, a
motive is a meaning relation that is taken to be a “reason” (Grund)
for an action. But as he repeatedly pointed out, motives may be
feigned, mixed, unacknowledged, or actually unconscious. More
generally, a highly ‘evident’ interpretation, onc that is unquestion-
ably “adequate at the level of meaning,” may nevertheless be caus-
ally “inadequate.” Thus a plausible motivational interpretation can
never be more than a promising hypothesis about the real cause of
an action—until it is checked against the relevant ‘progression” of
external behaviors. An adequate interpretation, one could say, is a

22. Ibid., pp. 433, 438, footnote 1.
23. Ibid., pp. 430, 432, and esp. “Grundbegrifte,” p. 9.
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necessary but not a sufficient condition for the adequate explanation
of an action. In the case of group actions, statistical data may help
to confirm the causal adequacy of a meaningtul interpretation, even
though a statistical regularity cannot, by itself, satisfy our need for a
causal understanding of actions. Comparative analysis, too, may aid
us in identifying reasons that are causally as well as meaningfully
adequate. Otherwise, our only recourse is to counterfactual analysis,
in which we hypothetically delete a portion of a motivational chain
and ‘construct’ the probable sequence of external behaviors in its
absence. Though aware of the great difficulties involved, Weber
nonetheless saw ‘understandable’ meaning relationships, and espe-
cially purposively rational motivations, as crucial clements in the
cultural and social sciences. Indeed, he described reasons or motives
as potential “links in a causal chain” that “begins in external circum-
stances and ultimately terminates again in outward behaviors.” So-
ciology, as he concluded, “would have to protest against the
assumption that ‘understanding’ and causal ‘explanation’ have no
relationship to each other.”24

The Ideal Type and Its Functions

Weber’s methodology, and especially his theory of interpretation,
can scarcely be imagined apart from his concept of the ‘ideal type.’
We know that this concept was at least partly inspired by Carl
Menger, and that Weber persistently cited neoclassical economic
theory to illustrate the uses of ‘ideal-typical’ construction. Another
potential source of Weber’s typological approach was the work of
the legal and political theorist Georg Jellinek, one of Weber’s
friends. Jellinek noted that the social sciences lack the strict causal
laws and empirical regularitics characteristic of the natural sciences.
He traced the difference to the role of “qualitative” factors, of
human agents and, more generally, of “individualizing clements” in
human affairs. He criticized the “natural law” tradition in political
theory because it depended upon universal generalizations unrelated
to the study of real or “positive” law. Nevertheless, he believed that

24 Ibid., pp. 4-5; “Kategorien,” pp. 436—437.
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political science should attend not only to the distinctive charac-
teristics of particular institutions, but to “typical” patterns as well.
In that context, Jellinek defined the “ideal type” of the political state
as a “teleological” norm, a standard of perfection that could be used
to assess actually existing states. He added, however, that the social
sciences are primarily concerned with what is, and not with what
ought to be. Although he regarded the “average type” as the “an-
tithesis” of the “ideal type,” he recommended the “inductive”

1

establishment of “types” based upon commonalitics among
sufficiently similar political systems. Carefully limited generalizations
about such “types,” he thought, might have a certain predictive
force, while also helping to point up the distinctive traits of particu-
lar states. Obviously, there are parallels between Jellinek’s and We-
ber’s conceptions. Yet Weber surely owed more to Menger than to
Jellinek, even though Jellinek may be said to have zamed the “ideal
type.”25

Weber himself first extensively discussed the “ideal type” in his
1904 cssay on “Objectivity.” As usual, his point of departure was
“abstract economic theory,” which can provide an “ideal portrait”
of the processes resulting from “strictly rational action” in a com-
petitive “free market” economy. This “construction” has a “uto-
pian” character, in that it is obtained by conceptually “heightening”
certain aspects of reality. Where we suspect the empirical presence
of relationships resembling those emphasized in the “ideal type,”
the ‘type’ can help us to “understand” and to “portray” these
connections. It can also guide our causal attributions; though noz
itself a hypothesis, it may suggest fruitful hypotheses. Among further
examples of ‘ideal types,” Weber mentioned the “idea” of “the
medieval urban economy,” or of “artisanal,” as opposed to modern
“capitalist,” production. In these cases too, certain aspects of reality
may be “one-sidedly exaggerated,” and historical research assigned
the task of determining to what extent realitiecs deviated from their
abstract portrait. ‘Ideal types’ are not normatively exemplary, of
coursc; they are “pure constructs of relationships” that we conceive
as “sufficiently motivated,” “objectively probable” and thus causally

25. Jellinek, Allgemeine Stantslehrve, pp. 25-39.
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“adequate” in the light of our “nomological knowledge.” They are
valuable as cognitive means, to the extent that they lead to knowl-
edge of “concrete cultural phenomena in their interconnections,
their causes, and their significance.”2¢

The deliberate construction of ideal types, Weber thought, must
seem problematic to those who see historical scholarship as a ‘repro-
duction” of the past, a summation of “objective facts” that is free of all
“presuppositions.” Yet as soon as historians begin to replace informal
descriptions of “individualism” or “feudalism” with more precise
definitions, they are bound to find themselves forming constructs and
“limiting concepts” that isolate significant aspects of the realities they
hope to penetrate. Their need for this tactic will increase if they seek a
genetic understanding of such phenomena as that of the religious
“sect,” for example, since they must then imagine adequate canusalre-
lationships between certain forms of sectarian spirituality and
significant characteristics of modern culture. The more rigorously
they specify these relationships, of course, the less likely are their ‘uto-
pias’ to ‘match’ the inchoate complexities of the empirical world.2?

Still, as Weber insisted, the line between the ideal type and reality
must not be blurred. Thus cultural and social scientists must strenu-
ously avoid two fallacies that Weber traced to “naturalist™ or essen-
tialist assumptions. One of these is the error of equating their own
constructs with the “essence” of the historically given, as if real
phenomena could be “deduced” from these constructs. The other,
more dangerous temptation is to “hypostatize” the historian’s
“ideas,” making them generative “forces” that are somehow ‘real-
ized” in the historical process. This fallacy is particularly seductive,
since the historian’s ideal type of an age or culture often refers to
attitudes, beliefs, and ideals of participants in that age or culture. In
the face of these complexities, investigators urgently have to distin-
guish between #heir constructs of social and institutional patterns,
their ‘heightened’ portraits of historical beliets and attitudes, their
ideal types of the interrelationships between sociopolitical environ-
ments and ideas, and the reaz/ worlds, beliefs, and attitudes of the

26. Weber, “Objektivitit,” pp. 190-193.
27. Thid., pp. 193-195.
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historical agents they hope to understand. In order to emphasize the
divide between the historian’s constructs and the empirically given,
Weber pointed to agents who are incompletely conscious of their
motives, although the ‘outside observer’ can detect and account for
the maxims implied in their practices. For good measure, he noted
that it is not the “logic” of a doctrine (e.g. ‘predestination’) that
affects actions, but its “psychological” impact upon a particular
group of agents (e.g. Protestant sectarians).28

While most ideal types address the relationships among particulars,
according to Weber, some may help to clarify whole classes of phe-
nomena. A merely descriptive classification of economic “ex-
changes,” for example, may be turned into an ideal type of
“cxchange,” if it is linked with marginal utility theory. It will then
function as an ‘ideal’ model of economic action that also has “ge-
netic” implications, since it hypothetically traces the behaviors of
agents to purposively rational considerations. Most of the concepts of
theoretical economics, Weber held, are ideal-typical elaborations
upon initially descriptive classifications. Indeed, ideal constructs may
be not only “genetic,” but “dynamic” in character. To imagine the
medieval cconomy as ideal-typically “artisanal,” for instance, is to
suppose thatits subsequent transtormation had to travel along certain
well-delimited paths. If we observe that post-medieval economic
change in reality departed from these paths, we may conclude that the

€

medieval economy was nor strictly “artisanal,” and we may begin to
understand how and why it diverged from the “artisanal” model. We-
ber believed that the Marxist “laws” of capitalist development were
dynamic ideal types—and very fruitful ones, as long as they were not
submerged in “naturalist” assumptions. Furthermore, Weber did nor
regard ideal types as temporary props for an immature field of inquiry.
Rather, he expected them to remain permanent features of the cul-
tural and social sciences, if only because they were partly shaped by
the changing cultural interests of investigators in these disciplines.2?
What really strikes me about Weber’s ideal type, however, is its
tactical role in an analytical strategy that rests upon Weber’s triadic

28. Ibid., pp. 195-200.
29. Thid., pp. 200-206.
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model of singular causal analysis. The ideal type is deliberately
constructed to project a hypothetical ‘progression’ of external be-
haviors that conld be fully explained in terms of understandable
‘motives’ (and beliefs about means conducive to the ends in view).
In the analysis of virtually all 722/ actions, such ideal-typical projec-
tions become secure—though counterfactual—Dbases for the causal
ascription of deviations from the rationally understandable ‘progres-
sion’ to divergences between the ‘motivations’ stipulated in the type
and those actually moving the agents involved.

Let us consider two particularly revealing formulations on this
subject.

The rational construction [of an ideal general’s decisions] . . .
functions as a means of causal ‘attribution.” Exactly the same
purpose is served by those utopian constructions of error-free
and rigorously rational action that are created by ‘pure’ eco-
nomic theory. . .. Logically considered, however, the construc-
tion of such a rationally ‘right” utopia is only one of the various
forms of an ‘idecal type.” . . . Normatively ‘right” [action] has no
monopoly in this respect. For whatever content the ideal type
is given . . . its only value . . . for empirical investigations lies in
its purposc: to ‘compare’ cmpirical reality with it, so as to
ascertain . . . the distance or degree of approximation between
[reality and the type], and thus to be able to describe and
causally to explain [reality] in terms of clearly understandable

COI]CCptS.

Once again, neoclassical economic theory serves as a prime example
of ideal-typical construction. The overall aim is to rcach optimally
clarified concepts. Empirical action is expected to diverge more or
less radically from the rationally understandable course predicted by
the ideal type. The ‘utopian’ construct therefore serves mainly as a
conmterfactual projection, which facilitates the causal ascription of
deviations from it to ‘motives’ other than those attributed to the
ideal agent.30

30. Weber, “Wertfreiheit,” pp. 534-5306.
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Although the rational agent provides a starting point for the
investigator who constructs interpretive types, Weber clearly consid-
cred other possibilitics, as in the following sentence.

Right rationality serves [interpretive sociology] as an ideal type
with respect to empirical action; purposive rationality [plays an
analogous role] with respect to . . . meaningfully under-
standable [action, and] meaningfully understandable [action]
with respect to not meaningfully understandable action, by
comparison with which [type] the causally relevant irrationali-
ties (in the respectively different senses of the term] can be
ascertained for the purpose of causal attribution.

The analytical strategics suggested by these formulations are cer-
tainly complex; they call for stepwise approaches to reality by means
of increasingly fruitful interpretive constructs. In its underlying
structure, however, the typological approach closely parallels We-
ber’s triadic scheme of singular causal explanation.3!

Figure 3 is a graphic representation of ideal-typical analysis, which
really duplicates the illustration of singular causal argument in Fig-

ure 1.
[deal-typical progression of behaviors _____ >3
(A)mmmm == T
. | ADDITIONAL EFFECT { |
———
Actual progression of behaviors (B")

Figure 3

The dashed line (A-B) stands for the external ‘progression’ of
behaviors that wounld have occurred if the agent had acted as stipu-
lated in the ideal type. The line (A'-B) is the actually observed
progression of behaviors. The positing of the ideal type allows the
investigator to ‘compare’ (A’-B’) with (A-B) and thus to ‘measure’

31. Weber, “Kategorien,” p. 436.
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the deviation (B-B') that must be causally attributed to the déffer-
ence between (A), the ‘motives’ hypothetically ascribed to the ideal-
typical agent, and (A'), the ‘motivation’ of the real agent or agents
involved. Note that the diagram represents only one step in what
may become a more extended analvtical sequence. For the investi-
gator may begin by positing an ideal-typical agent whose action was
entirely motivated by ‘right rationality.’” Having found that this
supposition falls too far short of accounting for the observed pro-
gression of behaviors, however, the investigator may next stipulate
a purposively rational agent who drew upon identifiably false or
vacuous assumptions, or upon other ‘meaningfully understandable’
considerations. In principle, the investigator must supplement the
‘motives’ ascribed to the ideal-typical agent until the behaviors
projected on that basis ‘match’ those actually observed. This aim
must be maintained even if it ultimately requires partial or total
recourse to irrational causes of action. The investigator must be able
to deal with antecedents of action that range over the whole scale
from ‘rightly rational’ reasons to utterly meaningless causes. Indeed,
this strategic imperative strengthens the case for Weber’s assump-
tion that the interpretation of action is a form of singular causal
analysis.

The centrality of rational interpretation for Weber’s analytical
strategy was first emphasized by Dicter Henrich more than forty
years ago. The chief function of the ‘ideal type,” according to
Henrich, is to specify the hypothetical attribution of rationality to
historical agents. Once clearly identified as heuristic constructs, the
models of right and purposive rationality serve the interpretive
enterprise as points of departure and frameworks of causal ascrip-
tion. Against the identificationist view of ‘understanding’ as an
empathetic reproduction, the ‘ideal typical’ method exposes the
active role of the investigator in the interpretive process. In positing
rational actions and beliefs, morcover, it commits interpreters to a
broader project of rational clarification. Cultural and social scientists
begin, in effect,; by inquiring into potentially rational grounds of
action and belief. Even if they recognize that the empirical ‘expres-
sions’ and behaviors they encounter are not rationally grounded,
they continue to look for—and to articulate— possibly velevant rela-
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tionships of meaning. They may thus tend to understate the degree
to which practices are unreflected or unconsciously motivated. Yet
this risk is outweighed by the advantages of a fully explicit relation-
ship to one’s own motives and Dbeliefs, as well as to those one secks
to understand. Like other coherent visions of interpretation, We-
ber’s theory implied an interaction between self-knowledge (or
knowledge of one’s own culture) and the understanding of others
{or of other cultures). In Weber’s case, the rational clarification of
motives and beliefs was linked to the ideal of the self-conscious and
autonomous “personality.”32

More critical of Weber’s theory of interpretation than Henrich
is W. G. Runciman, whose perspective recalls that of C. G. Hem-
pel. Runciman argues that Weber overstated the differences be-
tween the natural and the social sciences. In the natural sciences
too, as Runciman points out, the cultural interests of investigators
may affect the selection of problems for study, and the laws of
the natural sciences too may be ‘ideal-typical.” But while Weber
was aware of these parallels, he still saw differences of degree be-
tween the two groups of disciplines. A physical law, for instance,
is not simply identical with a Weberian ‘ideal type.” While some-
times plainly affected by the cultural interests of investigators,
moreover, the natural sciences are nevertheless more often guided
by established research programs than the singular analyses of the
cultural and social sciences. Runciman’s main objection, in any
case, is directed against Weber’s view that the explanations of the
cultural and social sciences cannot be deduced from the ‘laws’ of
psychology. Although Runciman admits that we know few if any
relevant psychological ‘laws,” he believes that the explanations put
torward by social scientists depend in principle upon “presumptive
general grounding at a different level)” including that of a foun-
dational psychology. But while this thesis is hard to refute, it is
equally hard to accept in practice. 1f, on the one hand, the ref-
erence to ‘presumptive general grounding’ is taken to imply a
commitment to Hempel’s ‘covering law model” in its ‘deductive-
nomological’ form, then it seems largely irrelevant to the specifics

32. Henrich, Wissenschafislehre.
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of Weber’s account of singular causal analysis. If the call for ‘pre-
sumptive grounding’ is interpreted broadly enough, on the other
hand, then it is satisfactorily answered by Weber’s occasionally
explicit recourse to loosely ‘nomological” knowledge. In either
case, Runciman’s objection seems oddly disengaged from the ana-
Iytical tactics Weber actually recommended.33

A 1989 paper by Wolfgang Mommsen is helpful as a corrective to
Runciman, in that it reflects a fuller engagement with the relevant
texts. Yet it remains misleading in decisive respects. Contrasting
Weber’s methodology with ‘logical positivism,” Mommsen rightly
notes that the concept of the ‘ideal type’ permits Weber to join
interpretation to explanation. Mommsen further observes that We-
ber’s ideal-typical analysis is equally applicable to individual behav-
iors and to broader patterns of meaning and action. Indeed, it
provides a basis for the analysis not only of isolated and static
phenomena but also of cultural systems, historical structures, and
long-term developments. We will certainly have to come back to
these fruitful observations in Chapter 6. But Mommsen’s commen-
tary also raises two serious problems. First, he argues that the later
and more systematic (1913 and 1920) statements of Weber’s posi-
tion reveal a change of emphasis from the concept of the ‘ideal type’
to that of the ‘pure type,” and he links this shift to a tension between
Weber’s models of ‘right rationality’ and of ‘subjectively motivated’
action. The difficulty is that neither the relevant distinctions nor the
decisive textual examples are fully specified. Second and more im-
portant, Mommsen takes a highly problematic view of Weber’s ideal
type that is apparently shared by others as well. Since the type is not
a hypothesis, according to this view, it can be constructed in an
essentially gratuitous way, without regard for realities, and guided
only by the cultural ‘perspectives’ of investigators. But this is surcly

33. Runciman, Critigue, esp. p. 78. Runciman rightly challenges Weber’s distinc-
tion between “current” (aktuell) and “explanatory” understanding; he also distrusts
Weber’s “value interpretation,” which will be discussed in the next chapter. He
believes, finally, that Weber really meant to stress the need for preliminary descrip-
tions of the cultural attitudes and beliefs that social scientists seek to explain. But this
ignores precisely what interested Weber, namely, the inzerprerive strategies required
to rcach such ‘descriptions.’
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a misjudgment. Weber’s concept of the ideal type just cannot be
rightly understood apart from bis broader strategies of singular and
interpretive causal analysis. 34

A bricef summary of these strategics may reinforce the point: to
interpret a text or an action, according to Weber, we begin by
assuming that it is (or was) rational in the light of our own relevant
criteria (‘rightly rational’). We then check whether the actual se-
quence of sentences in the text—or of observed behaviors—is (or
was) consistent with this initial assumption. To the extent that
we observe inconsistencies, we introduce supplementary hypothe-
ses: perhaps an understandable error was made; or assumptions
were involved that are interpretably ‘meaningful® but not rational
in our sense. Alternately, we may be dealing with unreflected ‘be-
liefs” or ‘traditional’ actions, which must be traced to inherited
institutions or practices. Or irrational attitudes may be involved
that are best deduced from empirical ‘rules’ of commonsense “psy-
chology.” This is just a partial list of the possibilities. Weber named
others; he did not try to exhaust the alternatives, and he insisted
that the borderlines between the options were imprecise in any
casc. What he mainly conveyed was the vision of a hierarchy of
interpretive constructions that begins with the hypothesis of ‘right

b

rationality,” extends through a spectrum of more or less ‘mean-
ingful’ actions and beliefs, and ends in the realm of the purely
irrational. Consistent with his view that interpretation is a form
of causal analysis, Weber saw the explanation of irrational behaviors
as the endpoint of a continuum that also encompasses meaningful
action. To imagine his overall scheme, one has to conceive ob-
served incongruities from initially posited lines of interpretation
as deviations from expected paths in the sense of the diagrams
that have been presented.

Understood in this context, Weber’s “ideal type’ has three main
functions. First, it spells out the stages in the process of interpreta-
tion, along with the broader strategy of causal analysis. In a theo-
retically heightened form, it demonstrates how the several elements

34. Mommsen, “Ideal Type,” pp. 121-132. As Mommsen knows, Weber repeat-
edly equated the ‘ideal’ and the ‘pure” type.
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in a sequence of behaviors may be ascribed to the various factors
within the complex of causally relevant motives, beliefs, and other
conditions. Second and more specifically, it allows interpreters to
articulate the relationships of meaning they take to be involved in
particular actions or texts. One has to remember that Weber delib-
erately distinguished the ‘adequacy’ of an interpretation at the level
of meaning from the ‘adequacy’ of a singular causal claim as a whole.
A plausible (evident) account of a meaning relation, he held, was a
necessary but not sufficient condition of a valid explanation in the
realm of action. This suggests that the meaning relation alleged by
an interpreter should be fully articulated in an ideal type, and thus
scparated from the empirical procedures necessary to assess its ap-
plicability to an observed sequence of behaviors. Third and finally,
the ‘ideal-typical® approach emphasizes the active role of the inves-
tigator in the interpretation of actions and beliefs. Against the
illusion of empathetic reproduction, it highlights the engagement of
the interpreter’s own norms of ‘right rationality.” It also portrays the
interpretive process as a complex interaction between the concep-
tual world of the investigators and that of the agents and texts they
seek to understand. Such intellectual interactions are likely to clarify
the interpreters’ relationships to their own cultures, even while
confronting them with other possibilities. Interpretation may thus
have certain broadly educative effects that are distantly related to the
German ideal of Bildung.3s

Still, even if all that is clear, we are left with a number of unan-
swered questions. As Mommsen and others have pointed out, We-
ber dealt with more than individual actions and single events, and
he typically offered more comparative arguments than counterfac-
tual claims. But how was he able to do these things in the light of
his methodological prescriptions? How did he manage to engage in
the analysis of whole sociocultural patterns, of broad structural
changes, and of long-term historical developments? What, in short,
was the relationship between his methodological writings and his

35. For a theory of education as interpretation, see Ringer, Fields of Knowledge,
pp. 314-323.
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practice as a comparative historian and sociologist? Since I take these
questions to be both difficult and important, T propose to discuss
them at some length in Chapter 6. But first, I want to take up a final
topic in Weber’s methodological work itself, and that is the issue of
‘objectivity’ and value neutrality.



OBJECTIVITY AND VALUE NEUTRALITY

What Weber wrote about ‘objectivity’ and ‘value neutrality’ in the
cultural and social sciences is all too often misconstrued, and yet his
formulations are not elusive. To analyze them, I propose (1) to distin-
guish his partial adaptation of Rickert’s philosophy from his contribu-
tion to a significant debate within the Social Policy Association, and
(2) to separate his relevant writings between 1904 and 1910 from his
more systematic statements of 1913 and afterward. Part of my point is
that his interest in the problems raised by Rickert declined sharply af-
ter 1906 and played virtually no role in his later works. Nevertheless,
we should begin by considering both major components of Weber’s
position through 1910, including his adaptation of Rickert.

The Two Components of Weber’s Position through 1910

Weber came closest to Rickert’s doctrines in his distinction between
‘law-seeking sciences’ (Gesetzeswissenschaften) and ‘sciences of real-
ity’ (Wirklichkeitswissenschaften). Interested in singular phenomena
and unable to reproduce them in their totality, cultural and social
scientists need criteria to select and delimit their objects of study.

There is no purely ‘objective’ scientific analysis of cultural or
. ‘social phenomena,” independent of particular and ‘one-
sided’ perspectives, according to which they are . . . selected
. [and defined]. The reason lies in the . . . cognitive aim
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of social scientific projects. . . . We want to understand reality

. in its distinctiveness—the interconnectedness and the cul-
tural significance of its particular phenomena in their con-
temporary form . . . and the grounds of their having
historically become thus-and-not-otherwise.

The purely ‘objective’ analysis that Weber here repudiates is the
misconception of knowledge as a reproduction of the world. The
term ‘objective’ appears in quotation marks. The argument is that
the objects of the cultural and social sciences, being singular, are
selected and articulated in the light of their cultural significance, and
explained in historical or causal terms. Following Rickert in this
respect, Weber believed that some phenomena are significant pri-
marily for their causal relevance to other, ‘value related” particulars.
But this still leaves a need for ‘one-sided perspectives’ to guide the
choice and description of objects that are significant prémarily in
their relationship to contemporary cultural commitments.1

In short, the constructs of the cultural and social sciences reflect
the values of the investigators; they do not emerge from a passively
observed reality. But if that is true, then the ‘objectivity’ of these
disciplines can only lic in the fact that their inquiries, though “ori-
ented toward . . . value ideas,” do not and cannot “prove the
validity” of the values involved. Our cultural concerns launch our
investigations; but once at work on a set of phenomena, Weber
argued, we should analyze our evidence for its own sake, without
further regard for our value interests.

Nevertheless, at some point there is a change in the atmos-
phere: the significance of unreflectively applied perspectives
becomes uncertaing the path is lost in the dusk. The light of the
great cultural problems has moved on. Then science too pre-
pares to change its viewpoint and its conceptual apparatus.

The last three sentences are often cited and sometimes overinter-
preted. What they show is that Weber accepted and even valued the

1. Weber, “Objektivitit,” pp. 170-171.
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energizing impact of contemporary concerns upon the cultural and
social sciences. They may also signal how he viewed the crisis of the
humanistic disciplines in Germany around the turn of the cen-
tury—and his own role in it. They do zot make him a ‘subjectivist’
in the general sense of that term.2

Weber did not, like Rickert, envision the prospect of universal
norms of the culturally valuable or value related. He simply con-
ceded the ‘subjectivity’ of the personal or collective interests that
shape the investigators’ perspectives. This was consistent with his
cultural pluralism, but of course it made portions of Rickert’s phi-
losophy irrelevant to his work. At the same time, Weber found it
fruittul to investigate potential objects of the cultural and social
sciences for their possible relationships to contemporary cultural

2

values. That is what he meant by “value interpretation” or “analysis”
(wertheziehende Interpretation, Wertanalyse). Such analysis may
serve to articulate the relevance of singular phenomena for our
values; but it may also be merely “dialectical,” exposing the conceiv-
able value relations of cultural objects. Thus our understanding of a
particular text or institution might initially be vague and uncon-
scionsly affected by personal commitments. ‘Value analysis® would
then transform our inchoate appreciations into explicit judgments
of value relatedness. It would clarify the grounds of our interest in
certain objects, if only to separate those grounds from the causal
analysis of these phenomena.3

In his 1906 critique of Eduard Meyer, Weber related his concep-
tion of value analysis to the German tradition of Bildung on the one
hand, and to ordinary historical explanation on the other. Ap-
proaching such sources as Goethe’s letters to Charlotte von Stein,
the Sermon on the Mount, or Marx’s Capital, we might ask our-
selves about the relationship of their ‘intellectual contents’ to our
values. Even if we do not share the commitments they articulate, our
engagement with them will tend to broaden our “intellectual hori-
zons” and enhance our “inner life,” our “sensitivity to value orien-
tations.” Weber’s account of this prospect was consistent not only

2. Ibid., p. 213, and csp. p. 214.
3. Weber, “Kanies,” pp. 122-125; see also “Studien,” p. 246.
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with his sense of the interaction between interpretation and self-un-
derstanding, but also with a sophisticated version of the theory of
self-development through textual interpretation. At the same time,
Weber saw ‘value analysis® as a step toward a more complete,
historical, and causal explanation. In partial agreement with Mever,
he postulated an initially “substantive,” unhistorical reading of a
text, one that naively locates it in the interpreter’s intellectual field,
rather than in its original context. Yet he also insisted that such a
reading is a mere preliminary to a more properly historical analysis.

Obviously, the kind of ‘interpretation” we have here termed
‘value analysis’ is the introductory guide to that other, ‘histori-
cal’ i.e. causal ‘interpretation.’ The former analysis pointed up
the ‘valued” elements of the object, the causal ‘explanation’ of
which is the problem of the latter; the former defined the
starting points for the causal analysis, and thus provided the
crucial perspectives, without which it would lose itself in an
uncharted infinity.

Weber left no doubt that a text can be fully understood only in the
cultural context that actually shaped it. His distinction between
‘value analysis” and historical interpretation is thus purely theoretical
and even artificial. But he apparently felt a need for a logical divide
between the grounds of an interpreter’s interest in certain objects
and the methods involved in its contextual interpretation and causal
explanation.4

In any case, it would be an error to see Weber as a cultural
relativist. While conceding the ‘subjectivity’ of the value preferences
that affect the selection and delimitation of subject matters, he
repeatedly and explicitly stressed the ‘objectivity’ of research results
in the cultural and social sciences.

Unquestionably, the valuc ideas [that make us decide what is
worth investigating] are ‘subjective.” . . . And of course they
are historically changeable. . . . But . . . it does #nor follow that

4. Weber, “Studien,” pp. 246-253, esp. p. 251.
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rescarch in the cultural sciences can only have results that are
‘subjective’ in the sense that they are valid for some people and
not for others. What changes, rather, is the degree to which
they interest some people and not others. In other words: what
becomes an object of research, and how far the investigation
extends into the infinity of causal connections, that is deter-
mined by the value ideas that dominate the researcher and . . .
shape his constructs. In the use of these constructs, however,
the rescarcher is bound . . . by the norms of thought. For only
that is scientific truth which wants to be valid for all who want
[to know] the truth.

A methodically correct . . . demonstration in the social sci-
ences, to attain its objective, must be acknowledged as correct
by a Chinese as well . . . [and so must] the logical analysis of
an ideal . . . even though [the Chinese] may reject the ideal
itself.

These passages leave no doubt that Weber meant to draw a sharp
line between the ‘subjective’ grounding of the questions raised in
the cultural and social sciences and the ‘objectivity’ of what ade-
quate answers are actually found.s

The only path left open to the persistent relativist, therefore, is to
argue that Weber’s distinction between subjectively motivated prob-
lem definitions and objective research results cannot be as consis-
tently maintained as he wanted to believe. He admitted, after all,
that the value orientations of investigators enter into the very con-
stitution of their objects, setting the boundaries of their topics and
defining their concepts. How could he expect the ‘Chinese’ to
acknowledge the validity of answers to questions that he could not
fully understand or find significant, and that might strike him as
misleading or badly put? Those who insist upon reading Weber in
this way too easily overlook his beliet in the possibility of interpre-
tation across cultural differences. They also forget that the ideal
constructs he envisaged could be adjusted to optimize the analysis
of realities he explicitly approached as a ‘naive empiricist.”

5. Weber, “Objektivitit,” pp. 183-184, 155.
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In any case, there can be no doubt about what Weber took away
from his early reflections on the role of cultural interests in the
selection and delimitation of research problems. While subjective
judgments do enter into our decisions about what is worth know-
ing, he argued at scholarly conferences in 1909 and 1910, they
should not affect our research itself.

When we consider an ‘interesting’ fact as empirical scientists,
then the question of why it is interesting lies behind us. . . .
And even the parties that are in conflict over [value-related
policy questions] have an interest in there being someone who
says: I do not say that vou are right or wrong; I cannot say that
with the means of empirical science; instead, I can tell you:
these are the facts . . . these are the consequences of things
being what they are. Thus if what you want were to happen,
then you would have to put up with these or those means and
these or those side effects.

The emphasis upon policy disagreements in the passage is sympto-
matic, since certain debates within the Social Policy Association did
at least as much to shape Weber’s views on objectivity as the
problems initially raised by Rickert.¢

In 1904, in fact, Werner Sombart, Max Weber, and Edgar Jaffe
took over as editors of the Archiv fiir Sozialwissenschaft und Soz-
ialpolitik, the former Awvchiv fiiv soziale Gesetzgebung und Statistik.
Supporting Sombart, Weber helped to shape the joint introductory
statement by the new editors, and his own essay on “Objectivity”
was written to enlarge upon that statement. Indeed, the joint dec-
laration itself called for a clearer distinction between social science
and value judgment. The editors recalled that the Social Policy
Association was founded to study and recommend reforms within a
capitalist framework. Tts members repudiated the claim that eco-
nomic ‘laws’ could be deduced from the predictably self-interested
behavior of economic agents. Some German historical economists
did believe in ‘laws’ of economic development; others were swayed

6. Weber, “Diskussion 1909,” p. 420, and esp. “Diskussion 1910,” p. 482.
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by looser forms of historicism, ethical evolutionism, or cultural
relativism, and all were deeply committed to interventionist policies.
As a result, many of them came to disregard the divide between the
empirically real and the ethically desirable, between what is (das
Seiende) and what ought to be (das Seinsollende): they tried to derive
‘scientific’ prescriptions from the empirically given. But this is logi-
cally impossible. An age that has eaten from the tree of knowledge,
Weber wrote, must acknowledge that ideals are human creations;
values cannot be ‘read off” from the realities around us. To be sure,
certain axioms or categories of ethical argument may be universally
valid; but they do not suffice to dictate full-bodied cultural ideals or
action orientations in specific situations. We are thus inevitably
confronted with competing cultural values—and with ideals that are
as holy to others as ours are to us.”

Weber particularly disliked the idea that socioeconomic policies
can be ‘scientifically’ grounded in an ethical common ground or
‘happy medium,’ a consensus that excludes only extreme positions.
He explicitly attributed this convenient but questionable position to
Gustav Schmoller, the influential leader of the younger historical
school of economics. Weber clearly disagreed with Schmoller on
substantive issues as well. He deeply disliked the bureaucratic pater-
nalism favored by Schmoller and others; but a full discussion of that
issue belongs in another context. As a methodologist and a co-edi-
tor of the Archiv, Weber urged a rigorous divide between social
scientific findings and value judgments, along with the fullest possi-
ble discussion of both. He certainly did not recommend indifference
to policy questions; indeed, he welcomed the energy of passionate
commitments. He believed that explicit value preferences could and
should be examined for their logical coherence, their relationship to
other possible ideals, and their grounding in ultimate value axioms.
He suspected that the superficial consensus on policy questions
pursued by Schmoller would not survive full examination and de-
bate. And finally, as he insisted again and again, the social sciences
can provide reliable answers to causal questions. The objective social

7. Weber, “Objekuivitit,” pp. 149-155, 157-159, for this and the following
paragraph.
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scientist is able to identify the probable consequences of particular
policies, along with potentially u#ndesirable side effects or ancillary
means to the ends in view.

In 1909 Weber reviewed a book by the economist Adolf Weber
that seemed to second the call for a separation between science and
value judgment. Adolf Weber suggested a reconciliation between
the entrepreneurs and the academic champions of social reform, in
which the ethically motivated prescriptions of academics were ad-
justed in the light of the economic ‘realities’ (das Seiende) con-
fronted by businessmen. Adolf Weber claimed that a more realistic
science of economics could educate the nation “beyond the limits
of partisan politics,” dispelling the misconception of an incvitable
antagonism between capital and labor, and showing that wage levels
depend upon productivity. In response, Max Weber obscrved that
the antagonism between capital and labor was not only a matter of
wages. At the same time, he expressly identified himself with the
Socialists of the Lectern, who were united in opposition to the
Manchesterite dogma that economic policy must follow from purely
economic ‘realities,” as Adolf Weber implied. Moreover, Max Weber
deeply distrusted the supposed exclusion of ‘party political’ posi-
tions.

The . . . rejection of partisan political positions . . . [only] . . .
aggravates the situation, by fostering the illusion that such a
contradiction in terms as an ‘impartial’ judgment could ever be
meaningful, or that such ambiguous terms as ‘the interests of
the whole’ or the ‘general welfare” could ever be less ‘subjec-
tive’ than any party slogan, no matter how extreme!

Sensing the danger of a new scientistic economism, Weber called for
intellectually ‘radical” debate.8

In floor discussions at the 1909 mecting of the Social Policy
Association, Weber joined Werner Sombart in urging a clearer
distinction between social science and value judgment. His repeated
interventions were deliberately provocative—and unpopular. The

8. Weber, “Aufgaben,” pp. 616-618, esp. p. 618.
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concept of national wealth or welfare (Volkswohlstand), he said at
one point, is loaded with value implications. It can be more precisely
defined as the per capita income of a social grouping; but that could
still entail a preference for an economic unit made up of a few rich
landowners and a larger number of dependent shepherds over one
composed of independent farmers. And what if large agrarian pro-
ducers destroy some of their crops to maximize their monetary
returns? We must avoid concepts that tacitly intermingle scientific
and value questions; for such intermingling is “an affair of the
devil.” Of course we should discuss the logical coherence of value
preferences and their possible interdependence. As social scientists,
we might be able to convict policy opponents of inconsistency, or
of risking unfavorable side effects they have not fully faced. There is
nothing unscientific or futile about intensive controversy over policy
questions. What must be avoided is only the confounding of logical
or empirical claims with value judgments, and the justification of
complex measures in terms of ambiguous standards of “productiv-

<

ity,” not to mention “average” valuations.?

Indeed, the critical examination of “average judgments” seemed
to Weber a significant task of the social sciences: “Not that T
underestimate [the importance of] value questions; on the contrary:
... I'cannot bear [to see] . . . the weightiest problems that can move
a human heart . . . being turnced into technically economic questions
of ‘productivity.”” The Social Policy Association, Weber repeated,
had always insisted upon the relevance of noneconomic causes of
human action; but it had ended by permitting the confusion of
scientific with normative issues. Both science and practice would
surely benefit from a reaffirmation of the relevant distinctions.

And if we have to recognize with a certain regret that among
ourselves too, differences in value judgments have become
greater than they used to be, then honesty demands that we
openly acknowledge the fact. We do not know of any demon-
strable ideals.

9. Weber, “Diskussion 1909,” pp. 416—420.
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This was Weber’s position as of 1909, Obviously, it was at least
partly tactical; it implied the possibility of scientific agreement
among partisans of divergent value orientations, and it thus had
little to do with the issues initially raised by Rickert.10

The Maxim and Ethos of Value Neutrality

The controversy over value judgments within the Social Policy
Association reached a climax in 1914, when the association’s steer-
ing committee (Awnsschuss) held a closed meeting on the subject. To
prepare for this meeting, Weber and others submitted memoranda
that were printed in manuscript in 1913, and that addressed a whole
cluster of interrelated questions, including the role of value judg-
ments in classroom teaching. Weber’s memorandum (Guiachten)
on these issues is available to us, along with a revised and slightly
expanded version of it that was published in 1917, and that referred
to ‘Value Neutrality” (Wertfreibeit) in its title. Finally, in late 1917,
Weber delivered a lecture to a liberal student organization (a branch
of the Freie Studentenschaft) that was transcribed and subscquently
revised for publication in 1919 under the title “Science as a Voca-
tion.” Taken together, the memorandum of 1913, the revised essay
of 1917, and the lecture of 1917/1919 provide a systematic ac-
count of Weber’s passionately held views on the relationship be-
tween science and value judgments.!!

At the most practical level, Weber objected to “prophecy” in the
classroom; he sought to dissuade his academic colleagues from testi-
fying to their value preferences from the lectern. Admitting that it
might be difficult to keep one’s scholarly work free of personal bias,
he nevertheless insisted upon value neutrality as a regulative ideal of
Wissenschaft. The possibility of ordinary error too, he noted, “proves
nothing against the duty to search for truth.” He particularly disliked
the suggestion that, while the line between scholarship and value
judgment is difficult to draw in practice, university teachers should at
least avoid excessively “partisan” positions. The view that the class-

10. Ibid., csp. pp. 419-420.
11. On the 1917 /1919 lecture, see MWG 1/17, pp. 49-69.



MAX WEBER’S METHODOLOGY

room is no place for “passion” struck him as a “burcaucrat’s opinion
that every independent teacher would have to reject.” The overt
preaching of political creeds by such men as Heinrich von Treitschke
seemed to him less dangerous to the students’ autonomy than the
covert suggestion of ideologies in nominally ‘dispassionate” ways. He
was not sanguine about prospects for the traditional academicideal of
forming whole persons and propagating integral Weltanschaunungen.
He suspected that the modern universities could be most useful
preciscly by purveying specialized training, along with the purely
scholarly virtue of “intellectual rectitude.” At the same time, far from
wanting to turn all students into mere specialists, Weber wrote, he
meant to leave them free to make their own ultimate “life decisions”
without interference from their professors.12

Weber expressly criticized Schmoller, and particularly Schmoller’s
search for a broadly acceptable consensus on social policy objectives.
As Weber reported, Schmoller used to insist that university lectures
be exempted from press reports and public debate. But Weber could
accept this “privilege” only with respect to specialized analyses in
the professor’s field of competence. Surely the academic should not
exploit his institutionally protected authority to impose his so-
ciopolitical commitments upon a dependent audience. Would-be
prophets should not avoid the overt contest of views in the public
arena. Characteristically, Schmoller once proposed to exclude
‘Marxists’ and ‘Manchesterites’ from university chairs, while a jurist
drew the line at ‘anarchists.” But if political orientations were to be
discussed at the universities at all, Weber argued, then all possible
standpoints had to be represented. It was admittedly hard to imag-
ine heterodox views being expressed in an academic system that still
excluded criticism of the monarchy. Yet in principle, as Weber
wrote, an anarchist might be a good student of the law.

And if he is, then his . . . standpoint outside the conventions
and presuppositions we take for granted . . . will enable him to
discern problematic aspects in the foundations of the usual legal

12. Weber, “Wertlreiheit,” pp. 489-491; “Gutachten,” pp. 103-105; “Wissen-
schaft,” pp. 95-98.
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doctrines that elude all those for whom they are too self-evi-
dent. For the most radical doubt is the father of insight.

Weber thus sharply repudiated the view that “the path to scientific
‘objectivity’ may be entered by weighing the divergent value posi-
tions and [reaching] a ‘statesmanlike’ compromise.”13

Extending his argument against value commitments based upon
consensus, Weber also opposed the notion that ethical or social
norms may be deduced from the direction of historical develop-
ment. He was thinking not of Emile Durkheim’s historical func-
tionalism, but of German historical economists who took their
‘ethical’ orientation to be consistent with the actual evolution of
capitalism. In response, Weber granted that particular policies must
be chosen in the light of changing circumstances; but he would
not admit that policy objectives should be altered to accommodate
historical trends.

Human beings are sufficiently inclined . . . to adjust to . . . the
promise of success, not only in the means by which they seck
to realize their . . . ideals, but by abandoning these ideals
themselves. . . . It is hard to see why . . . the representatives of
an empirical discipline should feel the need to support [this
inclination]. . . . [Politics may be] the art of the possible. But
. .. the possible has often been attained only because people
aimed Dbeyond it, for the impossible. It has not, after all, been
the . . . ethics of ‘adjustment’ . . . the bureaucrat’s morality of
Confucianism, that has created the . . . positive . . . qualities of
our culture.

A revolutionary syndicalist, Weber suggested, might act from pure
conviction, rather than in the light of immediate prospects. Here
again, Weber was mainly concerned with the human and cultural
threat of a homogenizing conformism.14

13. Weber, “Wertfreiheit,” pp. 492-499, esp. pp. 496, 499; “Gutachten,”
pp. 109-112.

14. Weber, “Wertfreiheit,” pp. 512-517, esp. pp. 513-514; “Gutachten,” pp.
122-127.
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The conceptual core of Weber’s case for value neutrality, how-
ever, was the logical distinction between theoretical and practical
reasoning, descriptive and prescriptive propositions, #s5 and ought.
Weber’s insistence upon this divide may have been inspired by his
youthful enthusiasm for the work of Friedrich Albert Lange; but his
explicit references were to Immanuel Kant. He argued that the
‘formal’ principles of Kant’s practical philosophy did have ‘material’
or substantive implications in particular situations; but he did not
believe that the guidance they provided was sufficiently specific in
all cases. In the tradition of the German theory of Bildung, more-
over, he thought it possible to imagine human values that tran-
scended the framework of Kantian ethics. He rejected the
suggestion that value commitments were merely ‘subjective,” a mat-
ter of taste. Still, he believed that individuals could be deeply
committed to radically divergent cultural values, from the aesthetic
to the erotic. Accordingly, value judgments could and should be
intensely debated, preferably in the public forum; but they should
not be confounded with empirical and causal questions. 15

Against Schmoller, Weber thus argued that empirical investiga-
tions cannot possibly provide valid norms.

The validity of a practical imperative as a norm and . . . the
truth value of an empirical proposition lic on absolutely hetero-
geneous problem levels. . . . The empirical-psychological and
historical investigation of a certain value standpoint in its indi-
vidual, social, and historical conditioning can never lead to
anything other than its interpretive explanation.

To understand the value judgments of others is of course crucial
for fruitful debates about normative questions—and about the ul-
timate objectives of social policies. Still, at least in principle, Weber
saw value orientations as individual choices, which is why he
adopted John Stuart Mill’s image of “polytheism” in the moral
realm.

15. The link to Lange is suggested in an unpublished paper by Bjarne Jacobsen,
who is continuing to explore this question. For the rest, see the following note.
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The . . . unavoidable fruit from the tree of knowledge is none
other than this: to . . . [see] the contradictions [among possible
normative orientations], and thus to . . . recognize that every
important action and . . . life as a whole, if'it is consciously lived

. [iInvolves] ultimate decisions, through which the soul . . .
chooses . . . its own fate.

The image of the ‘soul choosing its fate’ through ‘ultimate deci-
sions” may be disturbing, and we need to come back to it. But we
should recognize even now that it served as an antithesis to the
vision of a consensually or historically grounded policy science, as
well as to other problematic aspects of Weber’s intellectual environ-
ment. 16

Thus, coming back to the Social Policy Association, Weber re-
marked that its reformism used to reflect an ordinary sense of justice;
but this was no longer the case. Instead, the dissemination of values
from the lectern had become a “subjective” need and a “right of the
personality.” It was this officially protected personal “prophecy™ that
Weber could not bear. It was bound to have a disastrous effect upon
voung people, who needed to focus upon specific tasks, to face
possibly unpleasant facts, and to “subordinate their own personality
to the matter or cause at hand” (die Sache).

It just isn’t true . . . that ‘the personality’ . . . must be lost, so
to speak, if it does not come into view on every occasion. . . .
There is only one way to become [a personality, and that is] the
unreserved commitment to a task or cause.

Weber was clearly concerned as an educator about certain currents
in his culture. He urgently reminded “professional thinkers” of their
obligation to “keep a cool head” and the capacity to “swim against
the tide.” In his 1917 article, he moved directly from this injunction
to an attack upon the rhetoric of the ‘cultural war.” “The German
ideas of 1914.” he wrote, “were a literati’s product,” and the

16. Weber, “Wertfreiheit,” pp. 501-508, csp. pp. 501, 503, 507-508; “Gu-
tachten,” pp. 114-118.
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so-called socialism of the future is a rhetorical cover for further
bureaucratization combined with corporate control. The ideological
sanctification of such projects in terms of German philosophical
idealism is a “repulsive breach of taste by self-important lite-
rati”—most of whom were Weber’s academic colleagues.17

In 1917 and more fully in 1919, Weber also discussed another
contemporary “fashion,” the quest for intuitive insight and “vital
experience” (Erleben). Not only in research but in business and
other fields, he observed, innovation typically requires some sort of
“inspiration.” This usually follows upon persistent analytical work,
but it cannot be counted on even then. The inspiration of a dilet-
tante may be potentially as fruitful as that of an expert, except that
only the expert can test and develop it. In any case, Weber suspected
that anxictics about the nced for inspiration helped to sustain a
widespread obsession with “vital experience,” an “idol” as cele-
brated as that of “personality.” The passion for Erleben, especially
among, students, presumably grew out of certain interpretations of
Wilhelm Dilthey, who stressed the initially unstructured and integral
character of pretheoretical, ‘lived” experience. In plain German,
Weber commented, this phenomenon used to be called “sensation.”
Yet nowadays, people try to prove themselves “personalitics,” rather
than mere specialists, by means of a ‘vital experience.” Worse, young
people yearn not only for “life’ and Erfeben but also for teachers who
are personal “leaders,” not just experts. They fail to realize that very
tew professors have leadership qualities, and almost never those who
claim they do.18

While trying to restrain the yen for value judgments in learning
and teaching, Weber moved toward a critique of his culture that
became ever more comprehensive between 1914 and 1919. One of
the issues he thus took up was the problem of ‘progress.” He
acknowledged that improved ‘technical’ solutions could permit
genuine advances in a variety of ficlds, including architecture and
music. He also accepted Georg Simmel’s argument that a long-term

17. Weber, “Wertfeiheit,” pp. 491-494, esp. p. 494; see also p. 540; “Gu-
tachten,” pp. 105-108.
18. Weber, “Wertfreiheit,” p. 519; “Wissenschaft,” pp. 81-84, 101-103.
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“process” of social and individual “differentiation™ was tending to
diversify human orientations. But he warned against the tacit equa-
tion of this “process” with “progress” toward an increase in the
“inner wealth” of human beings. Similarly, an advance of “ration-
alization” could certainly be observed in modern Western societies.
Yet (“subjective”) rationalization as such did not necessarily entail
“progress” toward “right rationality,” even in the purely technical
sense. That is why economic policies could not be evaluated in terms
of purely ‘scientific’ standards of productivity. For policy choices are
unambiguous only when the purposes are given and the class struc-
ture assumed to be constant as well, so that only the economic
means arc at issuc. More important, the need for extra-scientific
value judgments would persist even if all technical questions were

tully resolved.
For . . . behind the ‘action’ stands: the human being . . . [for
whom] the increase in the subjective rationality and in the
objective-technical ‘rightness’ of the action . . . may mean a
threat to important . . . values.

To understand Weber’s defense of value neutrality, one has to have
a sense of the positions he opposed.1?

In his lecture of 1917 /1919, Weber identified all of specialized
“science” (Wissenschaft) with “progress.” While describing speciali-
zation as an absolute precondition of scientific innovation, he also
insisted that “science” extends beyond technical skills, to encompass
knowledge for its own sake. Indeed, he identified Wissenschaft as
“the most important segment” of the “process of intellectualiza-
and that
“nowadays provokes such negative reactions.” He noted that this

2]

tion” that has been under way for “thousands of years,’

“rationalization” does not produce “increased general knowledge”
about our “conditions of existence.” Rather, it conveys the convic-
tion that we could find out about these conditions, that in principle,
“there are no mysterious incalculable powers. . . . [And] that

19. Weber, “Wertfreiheit,” pp. 518-519, 525-530, esp. pp. 529-530; “Gu-
tachten,” pp. 127-134.
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means: the disenchantment of the world.” Unlike our ancestors, as
Tolstoy pointed out, we can never know more than a fraction of our
culture, which makes our individual deaths incongruous. In Plato’s
day, the philosopher could find the way from the shadows of
appearance to the light of “true being”; in the Renaissance, empiri-
cal knowledge could lead to “true nature” and “true art™; in the
seventeenth century, a naturalist could find “proof of God’s wisdom
in the anatomy of a louse.” But nowadays no one believes that
science can “teach us anything about the meaning of the world.” If
anything, it tends to “eradicate the belief” that there is such a
“meaning.” And of course Nietzsche has cured us of the faith that
technological advance will lead to general “happiness.” So perhaps
Tolstoy rightly insisted that science is pointless, since it does not
answer our most important question: “What should we do? How
should we live?”20

As Weber indicated both in his 1917 essay and in his lecture of
1917 /1919, he did #zor mean to exclude systematic discussion of
value questions. He not only argued that empirically grounded causal
knowledge should affect the assessment of proposed policies—and of
their probable side effects; he also urged the analysis of ultimate
“value axioms™ for their logical coherence and their more or less
consistent consequences. Briefly referring to the problems raised by
Rickert, he observed that every type of scientific inquiry must presup-
pose thatits findings are of interest. Thus the natural sciences can only
assume that we want to know the laws of the universe, while the
cultural and social sciences presuppose judgments of “value related-
ness” that guide the sclection of topics for study. Here again, how-
ever, Weber meant to replace tacit presuppositions with
self-conscious “value analysis.” He believed that the practitioners of
Wissenschaft could foster explicit and coherent value commitments.

[As logicians |, we can tell you that this or that practical position

can be consistently . . . deduced . . . from this or that funda-
mental world view. . . . For you necessarily arrive at these or
those . . . meaningful consequences if you remain true to

20. Weber, “Wissenschaft,” pp. 80-81, 85-93, esp. pp. 86-87, 92-93.
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yourselves. . . . Thus . . . we can oblige or at least aid the
individual to give himself an account of his actions. This does
not seem to me a small matter. . . . [ am tempted to say . . . of
a teacher who succeeds in this that he serves ‘ethical’ objectives:
the duty to foster clarity and . . . responsibility.

A moral action, for Weber, was performed after a full analysis of its
probable consequences and grounded in a deliberate and internally
consistent value orientation.2!

At the same time, Weber strenuously insisted upon the diversity
of ultimate value choices—and upon the irreconcilable conflict
among them. Referring to Friedrich Nictzsche und to Charles
Baudelaire, he argued that “something may be holy . . . although
... [and even] in so far as it is not beautiful,” and beautiful though
evil, and “true . . . though not beautiful and not holy and not
good.” Surely no one would think of scientifically “refuting” the
“ethic of the Sermon on the Mount,” and yet one could certainly
opt instead for the injunction to “resist evil,” lest one “share respon-
sibility for its overwhelming power.” In the post-Christian era, with

”

“the old gods rising from their graves,” we must face our inability
scientifically to resolve “the contest among the ultimate possible
orientations toward life, and thus the necessity of [personally] de-
ciding among them.” That is the sense in which Weber repeatedly
evoked the image of “polytheism.”22

In the concluding pages of his lecture of 1917 /1919, Weber
brought together his cultural analysis and his case against academic

prophecy.

That science today is a specialized ‘profession” . . . [which seeks]
sclf-consciousness and knowledge of factual interrelationships
... [rather than] spiritual goods and revelations dispensed by . . .
scers...or. .. wiscmen. . . about the meaning of the world . . .
is an inescapable given of our historical situation.

21. Weber, “Wertfreiheit,” pp. 510-512; “Gutachten,” pp. 119-122; “Wissen-
schaft,” pp. 93-95, and esp. pp. 103-104.
22. Ibid., pp. 99-101, 104-105; italics mine.
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If in line with Tolstoy’s question, we yearn for a savior, Weber
continued, we have to recognize that he “Jusr wsn’t there.” It will
not help to have “thousands of professors trying to take over his
role as little prophets salaried and privileged by the state.” Relig-
ions rest upon presuppositions that are exempt from scientific in-
quiry. They demand the “sacrifice of the intellect,” opening an
“unbridgeable gulf between [themselves] and science.” In any
case, no genuine prophecy has ever emerged from “the need of
some intellectuals™ to “furnish their souls” with a decorative spiri-
tuality, or with “surrogate” forms of “vital experience” that are
suitable for the “book market”: “All that is simply: fraud and
self-deception.”23

The search of many young people for communal relationships,
while more serious, is probably not enhanced by being interpreted
in a religious sense.

It is the fate of our time, with its . . . rationalization and

. . above all: the disenchantment of the world, that precisely
the . . . most sublime values have retreated from the public
sphere, either into the . . . realm of mystical life or into the
brotherliness of immediate personal relationships. It is no
accident that our highest art is intimate and not monumen-

tal. . . . If we try to . . . ‘invent’ monumental [art], the
results are [the] lamentable miscreations of the last twenty
years. . . . [It is the same with] new religious forms without
a . .. genuine prophecy.

Those who “cannot manfully bear the fate of the times” should
quietly return to the “arms of the old churches,” offering the
“sacrifice of the intellect”; for that is at least honest. But our true
obligation is to “intellectual rectitude.” Instead of feigning a new
prophecy, or yearning for it, we must “do justice to the demands of
)

the day,
who holds the threads of his life.”24

> which requires each of us to “find and obey the demon

23. Ibid., pp. 105-109, esp. pp. 105, 108-109.
24. Ibid, pp. 109-111.
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Some of Weber’s formulations seem deliberately extravagant. The
image of a ‘demon’ directing the individual’s “fate’ is a case in point,
since nothing that Weber wrote about value commitments evokes
anything like the passivity implied by the metaphor. In the same
way, Weber’s rhetoric sometimes makes the personal ‘decision’ in
favor of an ultimate value standpoint appear more radically gratui-
tous than any relevant choices he actually describes. After all, agents
who choose their lines of action after fully reflecting upon the
coherence and consistency of their ultimate objectives—and after
thinking through the probable consequences and side effects of
what they propose to do—can hardly be said to act in a spirit of
untutored voluntarism, especially if they at least initially consider
Kantian universalist principles as well.

But as Wilhelm Hennis has suggested, there is a way to account
for Weber’s tendency to overstate certain aspects of his position,
which has to do with his pedagogical concerns. Following H. H.
Bruun and others, onc has to recognize that Weber was quite as
anxious to safeguard the autonomy of the student’s value choices
against certain forms of scientism and conformism as he was to
protect Wissenschaft from the intrusion of personal value prefer-
ences. As an educator and as o moralist, he mecant to foster the
capacity for independent commitment to a ‘cause’ as well as minds
capable of intellectual clarity and tough-minded realism. Rightly or
wrongly, he interpreted Schmoller’s brand of social policy, along
with certain attitudes among his contemporaries, as profound
threats, not only to science and reason but also to the human
personality and the vitality of his culture.25

In any case, it should now be clear beyond any question that
Weber’s arguments for value neutrality in social science and social
policy owe almost nothing to the considerations initially raised by
Rickert. Certainly, Weber was in no sense a ‘subjectivist’ or a
‘relativist.” On the contrary, his position anticipated that of current
spokesmen for interpretation on the principle of ‘rationality,” who
are also generally hostile to relativism.

25. Scc Bruun, Science, Values, and Politics; Kasler, Einfiibrung; and csp. Hennis,
“Volle Niichternheit.”
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Contemporary Formulations

In the contemporary Anglo-American world as among Weber’s
contemporaries, a number of theoreticians have seen an irreconcil-
able difference between interpretation and explanation. Until fairly
recently, in fact, some philosophers have claimed that actions do not
have ‘causes’ at all. Their main argument has been that actions are
internally or logically related to the intentions embodied in them,
whereas causes must be separate from their effects and contingently
related to them. But Alasdair Maclntyre and Donald Davidson have
challenged this position, though on somewhat different grounds.

Maclntyre has called attention to an agent’s being given a rveason
or afforded a motive to perform a certain action. The event in which
this happens, according to Maclntyre, can be a cause of the ensuing
action, provided that the ‘cause” is understood as a necessary condi-
tion (not a sutficient one), or as ‘a lever,” something that intervened
(in Weber’s sense) to bring about the action it explains.

I may discover that when you are in a certain frame of mind 1
can get you to act by giving you information which affords a
motive or a reason. Your action bears testimony to the fact that
it was this motive or reason on which you were acting (as
returning a ring with a reproachful letter is testimony that the
girl’s motive ariscs from her information about the man’s be-

havior).

Here the affording of the motive is not a sufficient condition for the
action, and “we do not depend on a universal generalization of whose
truth we need to be assured in order to make the connection.”

Even if another occasion affording the same kind of motive
does not produce the same action, we should not have cause
for doubting what caused the girl to act as she did on the first

occasion.

Maclntyre does not mean to say that actions never have causes that
arc sufficient conditions. Thus drugs may affect human actions (and
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not only bodily movements); or I may find that I regularly become
angry within five minutes of beginning to lose at cards. Neverthe-
less, the causes of actions are often less than sufficient conditions;
instead, they play the role of an ice patch on a road that brings about
an accident in a particular case.26

Davidson offers a more radical challenge to the view that actions
do not have causes, but are defined by the intentions they embody.
The rationalization that links an action to its agent’s reason for
acting, he argues, is a specics of causal explanation after all. The
agent’s reason is a conjunction of a “pro-attitude” and a belief.
Pro-attitudes may be “desires, wantings, urges, promptings, and a
great variety of moral views, aesthetic principles, economic preju-
dices, social conventions, and public and private goals and values.”
Agents have pro-attitudes toward actions of certain kinds, and they
believe that the actions they perform are of those kinds. Taken
together, their pro-attitudes and the associated beliefs are their
reasons for acting, and these reasons are also the causes of the actions.
They are certainly logically distinct from the actions they rationalize.
{The action of turning on the light can be redescribed as an event
in which the light is turned on in a particular way; but this is not
true of the mtention to turn on the light.) “Central to the relation
between a reason and an action it explains,” Davidson adds, “is the
idea that the agent performed the action Zecause he had the reason.”
This tends to undermine the view that in an essentially interpretive
context, historians simply elucidate the actions they consider by
pointing to rational consideration upon which they might have been
based.2”

Davidson subscribes to the covering law model of explanation in
its deductive nomological version, although he modifies it in crucial

respects:

The laws whose existence is required if reasons are causes of
action, do not, we may be sure, deal in the concepts in which
rationalizations must deal. If the causes of a class of events

26. MacIntyre, “Antecedents of Action,” pp. 204, 206-207, csp. p. 2006.
27. Davidson, “Actions, Reasons, and Causes,” pp. 3-6, 9.
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(actions) fall in a certain class (reasons) and there is a law to
back each singular causal statement, it does not follow that
there is any law connecting cvents classified as rcasons with
events classified as actions—the classifications may even be
neurological, chemical, or physical.28

Thus successful causal claims may be ‘covered’ by ‘laws’ that are not
(yet) known, and that are not phrased in terms similar to those used
in the singular causal explanations they sustain. Davidson’s conclud-
ing reference to classifications that “may even be neurological,
chemical, or physical” could be meant to suggest that explanations
of actions will ultimately be found to rest upon the laws of ‘neurol-
ogy, chemistry, or physics.” If that is Davidson’s thought, then
Weber would have disagreed with him. Yet Weber certainly conld
have accepted the broader claim that the causes of actions may be
the agents’ reasons for acting, a claim quite independent of David-
son’s extra-empirical hint about the possible role of psychophysical
laws.

In 1958 Peter Winch published a little book that has since re-
ceived a good deal of attention as a challenge to “the idea of a social
science.” Winch’s position draws upon aspects of Ludwig Wittgen-
stein’s philosophy; it also faintly recalls the claims of Rudolf
Stammler, which Weber so strenuously opposed. For Winch, lan-
guages and the ‘forms of life’ that sustain them are necessarily
‘rule-governed,” and this raises problems for those disposed to
search for ‘regularities’ in social life.

To investigate the type of regularity studied in a given kind ofin-
quiry is to examine the nature of the rule according to which
judgments of identity are made in that enquiry. Such judgments
are intelligible only relatively to a given mode of human behav-
ior, governed by its own rules. . . . The concepts and criteria ac-
cording to which the sociologist judges that, in two situations,
the same thing has happened, or the same action performed,
must be understood in relation to the vules governing sociological

28. Ibid., p. 17.
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investigation. But . . . whereas in the case of the natural scientist
we have to deal with only one set of rules, namely those govern-
ing the scientist’s investigation . . . what the sociologist is studying,
as well as his study of'it, is a human activity . . . carried on accord-
ing to rules. And it is these rules, rather than those which govern
the sociologist’s investigation, which specify what is to count as
‘doing the same kind of thing” in relation to that kind of activ-
ity. . . . Although the reflective student of society . . . may find it
necessary to use concepts which are not taken from the forms of
activity which he is investigating, but . . . from the context of his
own investigation, still these technical concepts of his will imply
previous understanding of those other concepts which belong to
the activities under investigation.

In effect, Winch restates the old thesis that actions must be inter-
preted ‘in their own terms,” and can never be ‘explained’ in terms
of discoverable ‘regularities.” At a minimum, his arguments forbid
accounts of actions that depart too far from the self-understanding
of the agents involved; followed to their most radical implications,
they exclude the analysis of cultures by anyone not already steeped
in the ‘rules’ that ‘govern’ them.2Y

In response to Winch, MacIntyre begins with a modest restate-
ment of Winch’s interpretationist proposal.

An action is first made intelligible as the outcome of motives,
reasons, and decisions; and it is then made further intelligible
by those motives, reasons, and decisions being sct in the con-
text of the rules of a given form of social life.

But MacIntyre then proceeds to his criticisms.

A distinction may be made between those rules which agents
in a given socicty sincerely profess to follow . . . and those . . .
which . . . do in fact guide their acts. . . . The making of this
distinction is essential to the notions of édeology and of false

29. Winch, Idea of & Social Science, esp. pp. 83-84, 86-87, 89.
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consciousness, notions which are extremely important to some
non-Marxist as well as to Marxist social scientists.

More generally, Winch uses the concept of a rule so loosely “that

quite different senses of rule-governed are . . . confounded. . . . If I
go for a walk . . . are my actions rule-governed in the sense in which
my . . . playing chess [is] rule-governed?”

In societies like ours, occupational and social “roles” provide
norms of action; but the norms that define the role of the headwaiter,

for example, do not “constrain the individual.”

In an asylum, by con-
trast, “the behavior of patients is determined to a considerable degree
by institutional arrangements which provide a severely limited set of
possible roles.” The scheme offered by Winch is flawed because it
does not allow us to distinguish between rules that do, and rules that
do not, function as causally relevant restraints upon the individual. In

short:

We can in a given society discover a variety of systematic
regularities. There are the systems of rules which agents pro-
tessedly follow; there are the systems of rules which they actu-
ally follow; there are causal regularities exhibited in the
correlation of statuses and forms of behavior, and of one form
of behavior and another, which arc not rule-governed at all;
there are regularities which are in themselves neither causal nor
rule-governed, although dependent for their existence perhaps
on regularities of both types, such as cyclical patterns of devel-
opment cxhibited in some socictics; and there are interrelation-
ships which exist between all these. Winch concentrates on
some of these at the expense of others.

This comes remarkably close to what Weber said about Stammler.30

Since about 1980, a theory of ‘rational’ interpretation has
emerged that seems even more thoroughly consistent with Weber’s
methodology than MacIntyre’s comments upon social ‘rules.” The
new theory can be read as a rejoinder not only to Winch, but also

30. MacIntyre, “Idea of a Social Scicnee,” esp. pp. 115, 118-120, 122, for this
and what preceded.



OBJECTIVITY AND VALUE NEUTRALITY

to a ‘strong’ relativist program put forward by Barry Barnes and
David Bloor. Steven Lukes, a leading spokesman and historian of
the new theory, puts the case against relativism as follows.

In the very identification of beliefs and afortiori of belief systems
we must presuppose commonly shared standards of truth and in-
ference. . . . Neither the evidence of cross-cultural variation in
schemes of classification, nor that of radically divergent theoreti-
cal schemes or styles of reasoning, nor arguments for the possible
applicability of alternative logics undermine this position, which
must, indeed, be accepted before the problem of relativism can
be set up in the first place. . . . Only from a bridgehead of com-
mon beliefs can the uncommon be discerned.

In further elaboration of this view, Lukes cites Davidson on the
interpretive “Principle of Charity.”

The basic strategy must be to assume that by and large a
speaker we do not yet understand is consistent and correct in
his beliefs—according to our standards, of course. Following
this strategy makes it possible to pair up sentences the speaker
utters with sentences of our own that we hold true under like
circumstances. When this is done systematically, the result is a
method of translation. Once the project is under way, it is
possible, and indeed necessary, to allow for some slack for error
or differences of opinion. But we cannot make sense of error

until we have established a base of agreement.

Obviously, this formulation is largely identical with Weber’s account
of interpretation on the initial assumption of ‘right rationality.’
Weber wrote about the interpretation of actions, rather than beliefs;
but since Davidson’s ‘reasons for acting” are conjunctions of ‘pro-
attitudes’ and ‘beliefs,” his subject matter is really equivalent to
Weber’s.31

31. In addition to Wilson, c¢d., Rationality, scc Hollis and Lukes, cds., Razionality
and Relarivism, esp. Tukes, “Relativism in Tts Place,” pp. 262-263.
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Lukes is not quite satisfied with the Principle of Charity, however,
since “it bases the necessary agreement” with those we interpret “on
too many truths.”

Some truths we hold to may be ones they could not intelligibly
have acquired, and it may be far casicr to explain their disagree-
ing with us. As Richard Grandy has put it . . . it may be better
to attribute to them an explicable falsehood than a mysterious
truth. Instead of the Principle of Charity, Grandy proposes the
Principle of Humanity . . . ‘the condition that the imputed
pattern of relations among, beliefs, desires and the world be as
similar to our own as possible.” . . . On this principle, what
must be presupposed before translation can begin involves both
rationality and explicability. Judgments as to rationality will
affect our judgments as to cxplicability. If [the belicfs at issuc]
are true and rationally held, they will be explicable; if they are
false, their being held must be explicable, but a different kind
of explanation may be needed depending on whether they are
rationally or irrationally held. . . . The Principle of Charity
counselled ‘Count them right in most matters.” The Principle
of Humanity counsels ‘Count them intelligible, or perhaps
count them right unless we can’t explain their being right or
can better explain their being wrong.’

This is fascinating, not only because it closely parallels Weber’s
distinction between ‘right rationality’ and ‘subjective rationality,’
but above all because it demonstrates the inevitability of the link so
strongly urged by Weber between interpretation and explanation.
For Lukes and Grandy as for Weber, there must be a single analytical
framework in which the investigator can move from the rational
interpretation to the (causal) explanation of beliefs. Interpretation
and explanation, as Weber recognized, are simultaneous and inter-
active approaches to the actions and texts of the past.32

Much of what has been said about contemporary views of inter-

pretation can in fact be restated in the terminology of reasons and

32. Lukes, “Relativism in Its Place,” p. 264.
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causes. The antecedents of actions and beliefs may be reasons,
including good reasons; but they may also be causes other than
reasons. To undertake the necessary discriminations in particular
cases, we are best served by the single overall scheme of a reason or
other cause as something that intervenes in a process, and that alters
the outcome to be expected in its absence. We maust be able to ask
whether it was a possible reason and /or something else that ‘made
a difference’ in the outward course of behaviors or pattern of belief
we want to understand. Indeed, it strikes me that this question plays
a role in our moral life as well. Before considering whether our
reasons for acting are ethically acceptable, after all, we must know
whether it is our rcasons, or causes other than our rcasons, that
shape our behaviors. We want our actions to be fully explicable in
terms of our best reasons; but we should be on the lookout for cases
in which they are predictable apart from our reasons. Here again,
we must be able to weigh reasons in the same analytical balance with
other possible antecedents of action and belief.

For the historian, good reasons are the usual causes of valid beliefs
and right actions. Typically, the beliefs involved are fully reflected
and rationally held. Yet some actions are ill advised, and some beliefs
are cither false, or ncither true nor false. They are irrationally held,
and they call for explanation in terms of causes other than good
reasons. They might be traced to habit, to tacit custom, or to
hallowed tradition. Or they might be perpetuated in incompletely
conscious forms by prevailing institutional arrangements, patterns of
practice, or social relations. Weber would have wanted to add that
systems of belief are nor mere effects of more fundamental historical
forces. But that is an issue best deferred to the next chapter, which
deals with the relationship between Weber’s methodological princi-
ples and his actual work as a practitioner of the cultural and social

sciences.
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It is obviously impossible to discuss Weber’s substantive works in a
tew pages. To understand many of his specific analyses fully, in any
case, one has to study them in conjunction with his political views,
and his comparative historical sociology of religion calls for an even
broader interpretive context. No concerted approach to these topics
can here be attempted. Yet it seems important to look at least briefly
at the relationship between Weber’s methodology and his practice
as a cultural and social scientist. In portions of what follows, T will
discuss selected theoretical texts with obvious practical implications;
in other passages, I will draw upon preliminary impressions of some
of Weber’s substantive theses. This is not a very satisfactory ap-
proach; but it is surely preferable to a discussion of Weber’s meth-
odology that takes no account at all of his practice.

Neither Marxism nor Idealism

As Karl Lowith observed long ago, Weber repeatedly criticized a
form of ‘Marxism’ that had less to do with the writings of Karl
Marx—not to mention the carly Marx—than it did with certain
orthodoxies of the late nineteenth century: with dogmatic historical
‘materialism’ and economic determinism. Ar some level, Weber’s
account of the human condition in modern society has much in
common with what Marx wrote about ‘alienation.” Quite apart from
his somber analysis of rationalization and burcaucratization, more-
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over, Weber contrasted the ‘formal’ or ‘instrumental’ rationality of
capitalism with its ‘substantive’ irrationality, its radical inadequacy
from a variety of human perspectives. In this and other respects, he
took Marx very seriously. At the same time, he flatly rejected the
notion that all causal connections in history can ‘ultimately’ be
traced back to economic conditions, however defined, or that all
historical processes are essentially unidirectional. While this is gen-
erally recognized, it should not be overinterpreted to mean that
Weber championed the primacy of ‘spiritual® forces, historical ‘ide-
alism,” or the creative role of ‘great men’ in history. Thus, as Lowith
has pointed out, Weber’s ‘spirit of capitalism’ is neither deducible
trom, nor is it the sole canse of, modern capitalism. And ceven his
‘charismatic’ leaders owe their ‘gifts” at least partly to the crises that
bring them to the fore—and to the perceptions of their followers.!

Weber’s sharpest attack upon ‘historical materialism” came in his
1907 critique of Rudolf Stammler, which is ironic in itself, for
Stammler had stressed the constitutive significance of legal norms
and social ‘rules® as a way of ‘overcoming’ doctrinaire Marxism.
Apparently, he feared that without recourse to ‘rules,” a consistently
causal approach to social life would ultimately have to rest upon
physical laws about the constituent ‘elements” of reality. “This
flawed and scientifically useless analogy,” Weber wrote, is still alive
in “the heads of some historical materialists.” Stammler’s vague
remarks about “the law of causation,” Weber thought, implied “the
causal ‘world formula’ that some adherents of naturalism dream
about.” He further objected to the tacit equation of Marxist “his-
torical materialism” with a genuinely “materialist” ontology, al-
though there is of course no relationship between these two species
of “materialism.”2

At a 1910 meeting of the Social Policy Association, Weber put his
casc against a monocausal cconomism a little more bluntly.

Ijust. .. want to register a protest against . . . the proposition
expressed here that anything, be it technology or be it econom-

1. Lowith, Weber and Marx, pp. 18-67, and esp. 100-107.
2. Weber, “Stammler,” pp. 316-318.
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ics, is the . . . ‘ultimate’ or ‘essential’ cause of anything e¢lse. If
we consider the chain of causation, [we will find that] it runs
sometimes from technological to economic and political, some-
times from political to religious and then to economic matters,
etc. At no point do we come to a resting place.

As a matter of fact, Weber did not think much of the conventional
subdivision of the cultural and social world. Yet he was a legitimate
heir of the German historical school of economics in at least one
important respect. He believed that the “science of economics”
should deal not only with the economic “codetermination of all
social phenomena,” but also with “the conditioning of cconomic
processes and economic systems” by noneconomic phenomena,
prominently including “political actions and formations . . . above
all: the state and the laws guaranteed by the state.” Here is a case in
which Weber continued a methodological preference embodied in
his scholarly tradition. He not only favored a multicansal approach
to the cultural and social world; he also saw the historical ‘chain of
causation’ running in divergent and occasionally opposed directions,
depending upon the circumstances.3

In his 1915 Introduction to his comparative sociology of religion,
Weber dealt somewhat more fully with the relationship between
social stratification and religious belief. He argued that the major
world religions were associated in characteristic ways with social
strata that functioned as their predominant ‘carriers,” though not
their only ones. Confucianism, for example, was linked to the status
ethic of an office-holding literary elite; Buddhism was perpetuated
by mendicant monks; Islam was a warrior religion; while Christian-
ity initially attracted a following among wandering artisans, and
essentially remained a specifically urban and ‘burgher’ religion. Yet
Weber cautioned against a one-sided view of these connections.

It is in no way the thesis of the following exposition that the
distinctive character of a religion is merely a function of the
social position of the stratum that seems its characteristic carrier

3. Weber, “Diskussion 1910,” p. 456; “Wertfreiheit,” p. 538.
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. its ‘ideology,” or a ‘reflection’ of its material or ideal
interests.

The reference to ‘ideal interests’ is highly significant in itself. It
acknowledges the unmistakable competition among occupational
and social groups, not only about economic, legal, and political
advantages but also about status issues, role definitions, and other
forms of symbolic power. Much of what is distinctive about Weber’s
analytical practice grew out of his insistence upon an enlarged
conception of social ‘interests.” Yet even in the context of this
expanded conception, Weber could not accept the mere deduction
of the religious from the social. For once a religion is formed, as he
noted, it usually influences the way of life of “quite heterogeneous
strata.” Consistent with this position, Weber expressed serious res-
ervations about Friedrich Nietzsche’s overly general equation of
Christianity with the “resentment” of the oppressed.4

Yet Weber did not mean to suggest anything like the primacy of
‘ideas’ or of spiritual forces in history. About this, too, he was quite
explicit.

Material and ideal interests, not ideas, directly dominate the
actions of human beings. But: the ‘world views’ created by
‘ideas’ have often served as switches, setting the tracks along
which the dynamics of interest moved the actions forward.

This famous passage, 1 believe, should be read quite literally, in the
light of Weber’s model of singular causal analysis. For that model is
ideally suited to display causal forces or activating tendencies, which
are then guided into specific “tracks’ by means of ‘switches.” In the
casc at hand, we are offered the image of interests launching a
‘dynamic’ that is channeled by religiously grounded world views.
The phrasing suggests two steps, each of which involves one or
more causes and processes; but there is a clear difference between
the impetus provided by material and ideal interests, and the ‘switch’
that sets the specific course of change, the switch provided by

4. Weber, “Einleitung,” pp. 83-97, esp. pp. 87-88.
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“ideas.” In a Weberian causal analysis, the focus would be upon the
way in which a world view brought abour a particular historical
sequence and outcome, rather than possible alternatives. The for-
mulation is even more exactly characteristic of Weber than has been
commonly recognized.3

At least one other set of arguments in the Introduction of We-
ber’s sociology of religion should be considered as well. Discussing
the broad range of specific occupational and social situations repre-
sented within the historical stratum of ‘burghers’ or bourgeois
(Biirger), Weber commented upon the “clective affinities to certain
types of religiosity™ that characterize this stratum. He went on to
specify a “tendency toward a practical rationalism in the conduct of
life.” Despite the recurrent possibility of passive traditionalism or
contemplative mysticism, Weber argued, the Western burgher stra-
tum has shown a special propensity toward an “ethically rational
regulation of life,” typically on the basis of an “emissary prophecy”
of this-worldly asceticism: “Not union with God or contemplative
surrender to God . . . but God-willed action with the feeling of
being God’s instrument” could here become the preferred relig-
ious habitus." The emissary prophecy that converted the devout
into “instruments” of God, according to Weber, was further char-
acterized by an “elective affinity” for a “super-mundane, personal,
angry, forgiving, loving, demanding, punishing creator God,”
rather than the typically impersonal God of contemplative religiosity
and exemplary prophecy.6

Without trying to follow Weber’s substantive claims in detail, we
should take note of his suggestion that a given “habitus” may
express itself otk in a certain range of religious beliefs and in a set
of practical orientations toward life. We may picture the “affinity”
involved as an imteractive causal relationship, in which two patterns
of action and belief reinforce each other. But it would also be
consistent to follow the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s ac-
count of a habitus as a pretheoretical propensity to reproduce
certain forms of thought and practice. Bourdieu describes “the

5. Ibid., p. 101.
6. Ibid., pp. 106-108.
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habitus™ as a “structuring structure” that is perpetuated at a tacit
level by inherited practices, institutions, and social relations, espe-
cially by cducation, and that actually emgenders a range of more
specific articulations. Bourdieu’s theories on the subject are
influenced by the works of Karl Mannheim and Erwin Panofsky, as
well as by Weber. He explicitly considers “the habitus™ as a cawuse of
intellectual orientations, which makes his views scem all the more
consistent with those of Weber. In any case, what Weber wrote
about “elective affinities” and about the “habitus™ has little left in
common with the conventional questions about the ‘primacy’ of
‘social,” ‘political” or ‘cultural’ forces within the historical process as
a whole.”

From Methodological Individualism to the Comparative
Analysis of Structural Change

Stephen Kalberg has favorably compared Weber’s practice as a
comparative historical sociologist with both ‘world systems theory’
and the ‘thick description’ favored by the ‘interpretive historical®
school. Kalberg identifies Weber with a ‘causal analytical’ direction
in sociology; but he adds that even the practitioners of that approach
have much to learn from (1) Weber’s ability to relate the role of
human agency to that of persistent historical structures, and (2)
Weber’s attention to the causal relevance of traditions and values, as
against purely economic factors.8

I quite agree with Kalberg’s assessment; but it raises questions
that urgently require further discussion: How did Weber manage to
bridge the gap between his emphasis upon human agency and his
analysis of persistent historical structures? How could he consis-
tently defend a form of methodological individualism, and stll
launch a comparative historical sociology of the world religions that
was virtually waiversal in scope? And even more generally, how
could his model of singular causal analysis be applied not only to

7. For a brief sketch of Bourdieu’s views on these matters, see Ringer, Fields of
Knowledge, pp. 4-10.
8. Kalberg, Max Weber’s Comparative-Historical Sociology.
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such ‘small” events as the Defenestration of Prague, but also to such
‘large” developments as the rise of modern capitalism? One way to
address these questions is to distinguish between events and processes
on the one hand, and between microscopic and macroscopic levels of
analysis on the other. The Defenestration of Prague, for example,
could be identified as a micro-event, and the rise of modern capital-
ism as a macro-process. Weber himself was certainly interested in
processes as well as events, and the distinctions involved seem both
reasonable and workable.

The difficulty is that they are also incorrigibly imprecise and even
superficial. For there is no clear divide between microscopic and
macroscopic events or processes. When we identify smoking as a
cause of cancer, to be sure, we can expect to discover more specific
processes that account for the connection.y But we cannot know
whether all of these processes will be srreducibly microscopic—or
deterministic. And our cognitive situation is even more precarious
with respect to the micro-processes that may or may not sustain the
causal relationships between particular reasons and singular actions.
Perhaps the conventional divide between ‘the mind’ and ‘the body’
will prove to be misconceived? At least in the cultural and social
world, there may be no such thing as an érreducibly microscopic level
of analysis. As both Simmel and Weber showed, a singular relation-
ship does not and cannot be specified as a sct of connections among
the elementary constituents of two successive total states. Similarly,
as Salmon points out, a ‘process’ may be at least as macroscopic as
a shopping trip or as microscopic as an electron circling an atomic
nucleus.

Thus even the Defenestration of Prague could be described as a
process, or a cluster of processes, while the rise of modern capitalism
could be considered an event—on a sufficiently extended time
scale—especially if one asked why that ‘event” occurred in Western
Europe, rather than clsewhere. The logic of causal analysis, in sum,
does not change with the generality of the historical developments
and outcomes that are to be explained. If one fails to realize that, one

9. Two days after I wrote this sentence, a step in that direction was widely
reported.
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is bound to detect a problematic tension between Weber’s method-
ology and his practice.

Those who see such a tension are of course particularly troubled
by Weber’s methodological individualism, his theoretical focus upon
the actions and beliefs of individuals, rather than upon the collective
states that interested Emile Durkheim. As Weber repeatedly re-
marked, this theoretical preference grew directly out of his commit-
ment to the interpretive method. Single individuals and their actions
are the ‘atoms’ of sociology, he argued, because (and to the extent
that) they are the objects of interpretation. For other analytical
purposes, human beings may be bundles of chemical and psycho-
physical processes; but as the performers of actions and holders of
beliefs, they cannot be reduced below the level of the integral
individual. Indeed, “for the same reason, the individual is also . . .
the upper limit [of analysis], and the sole bearer of meaningful
behavior.” Jurists might find it helpful and even necessary to refer
to states and other organizations as 7f they were individuals. Histo-
rians in the Romantic tradition might be disastrously misled by
‘organic’ theorics of the state or of other collectivitics. For the
interpretive sociologist, however, social entities and structures are
strictly interrelationships or patterns of individual actions. An “ac-
tion,” to recall Weber’s definition, is linked to a “subjective mean-
ing”; a “social action” is “oriented in its progression to the behavior
of others,” and sociology as a discipline “secks interpretively to
understand social action and thereby causally to explain it in its
progression and in its effects.”10

Still, Weber clearly transcended the ostensibly narrow limits laid
down in these initial stipulations, and he did so partly by aggregat-
ing the actions to be interpreted.

Understanding . . . signifies the interpretation of the meaning
or complex of meanings (a) actually intended in a particular
casc, or (b) intended on the average and approximately, or (¢)
to be constructed . . . for the pure type (ideal type) of a

10. Weber, “Katcgoricen,” pp. 439, 454, csp. p. 439; “Grundbegrifte,” pp. 6-7,
and esp. p. 1.
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frequent phenomenon. The concepts and ‘laws’ posited by
pure economic theory, for example, are such ideal-typical con-
structions.

In his practice, Weber actually made little use of average and ap-
proximate meanings. But the construction of ideal types certainly
helped him to deal with the actions and beliets of social gromps and
even of whole cultures. One of the functions of the ideal type was
hypothetically to characterize collective actions as more or less ra-
tional responses to given situations, and thus causally to ascribe
aspects of actual group behaviors to the circumstances and orienta-
tions ‘covered’ by the type. As we know, ideal-typical analysis could
move through several stages, aiming at successively closer approxi-
mations to observed progressions or patterns of behavior, and at a
rank order of the interpretive and causal relationships as more or less
decisive for the empirical outcome at issue. Whatever else may be
said about this procedure, it cannot be equated with ‘methodologi-
cal individualism’ in any narrow or dogmatic sense of that term.1!
Also of great consequence was Weber’s definition of social action
in terms of expectations about the actions of others. To emphasize
his point of view, Weber repeatedly cited examples of human behav-
iors that were #os social actions in his sense, either because they had
no meaning at all or because they were not performed with a view
to the actions of others. Two bicyclists colliding in a purely physical
accident, for example, are not engaged in meaningful social action,
and neither are a plurality of persons who more or less simultane-
ously open their umbrellas at the onset of rain. Neither the ‘mass
psychology” of Gustave LeBon nor Gabriel Tarde’s ‘imitation’ met
Weber’s definition of “social action,” which meust be “oriented to-
ward the past, present, or expected future behavior of others.”12
From “social actions,” Weber moved naturally and easily to ‘social
relationships,” “social structures,” and ‘social orders.” A “social rela-

k]

tionship,” in Weber’s definition, consists of “behaviors of several

persons that are adjusted and oriented in their meanings to their

11. Weber, “Grundbegrifte,” p. 4.
12. Ibid., p. 11; “Kategorien,” pp. 454—455.
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mutual interdependence.” Social relationships may be as open and
transitory as an economic exchange; or they may be relatively closed
and enduring “formations™ (Gebilde), as in the casc of an artisanal
guild or a political state. Social actions—and especially social rela-
tionships—may be affected by the agents’ belief in “the existence of
a legitimate order.” The “validity” of an order for the participants
may be based upon “tradition,” “faith” in “the newly revealed or

ML

exemplary,” “value rational” commitment, or belief in the “legality”
of “positive statutes.”13

For the sociologist, however, an order is empirically “valid” strictly
by virtue of the probability or “chance” that it will affect the actions
of the pavticipants. Indced, much the same is true of “social relation-

ships” in general.

The social relationship consists . . . exclusively of the chance
that actions specifically oriented to each other in their meanings
have taken place, even when [the relationships] are such . . .
‘social formations’ as a “state.” . . . [Thus] a ‘state’ . . . ceases to
exist sociologically as soon as the chance has faded that certain
kinds of meaningfully oriented social actions will take place.

The recourse to probabilities is of course highly characteristic of
Weber. In the cases of social “relationships” and legitimate “or-
ders,” the tactics of definition are clearly designed to replace “or-
ganic” or “emanationist” conceptions of social institutions and
collectivities. Weber’s stance could be loosely described as ‘nominal-
ist,” if only in this respect. In any case, Weber’s line of analysis does
allow him to move from methodological individualism to the study
of complex social interactions and organizations. After all, he can
stipulate that a state “cxists” or “has ccased to exist,” and that scems
decisive.14

One also has to remember that Weber’s theory of action extends
well beyond the realm of deliberate and reflected agency. Like action

13. Weber, “Kategorien,” pp. 443-444; “Grundbegrifte,” pp. 13, 16, 17, 19,
including for what follows.
14. Weber, “Grundbegriffe,” p. 13, for block quotation.
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generally, Weber held, social action may be “purposively rational,”
“value rational” (motivated by “conscious belief in the . . . value of
a certain behavior . . . independently of its success”), “emotional,”
or “traditional,” sustained by accustomed usage. Weber distin-
guished among merely habitual “usage” (Brauch), enduring “cus-
tom” (Sitze), informally sanctioned “convention,” and formal
“law.” As in his roster of interpretive hypotheses, however, he took
the alternatives to be linked by gradual transitions. In any case, the
rational action of the individual, while methodologically significant
as a point of departure, was never more than a Zmiting case in his
overall scheme.15

Indeed, Weber repeatedly called attention to actions performed
in a less than fully conscious way. “In the vast majority of cases,” he
wrote, “action takes place in dull semiconsciousness or unconscious-
ness.” Only occasionally do some individuals raise the meanings of
their actions to full consciousness. It is therefore often the sociolo-
gists, rather than the agents they seek to understand, who concep-
tualize behaviors by classifying them in terms of “possibly intended
meanings.”!6 As Weber knew perfectly well, finally, most human
actions have consequences other than those anticipated by the agents
involved, and this cven if the actions are performed in a fully
deliberate way. The Protestant sectarians of the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries certainly did not ‘aim at’ the human conse-
quences of modern capitalism as we know them.

In sum, Weber’s account of human action provides for a wide
spectrum of motives and behaviors. It obviously undermines the
claim that to know a society is to understand the ‘rules’ that govern
it; for there are different kinds of rules, and different velationships
between rules and actions. Weber’s approach also makes nonsense
of the idea that sociologists can only characterize a culture ‘in its
own terms.” He never abandoned his commitment to the rational
individual as the initial hypothesis of the interpretive method. Yet his
theory of action ultimately extends well beyond this foundation, to
a complex model in which behaviors may be not only irrational or

15. Ibid., pp. 12, 15.
16. Ibid., pp. 10-11.
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habitual but also largely unconscious—and productive of outcomes
that bear little relationship to the motives and beliefs of the agents
involved. In short, Weber’s methodology did not prevent him from
dealing with a// the causes and consequences of human behaviors,
any more than it blocked his analysis of social collectivities and
structures.

In the Introduction to Economy and Sociery, which was written
late in Weber’s life, he distinguished the work of the sociologist
trom that of the historian. He thought it possible to detect “regu-
larities™ in the realm of social action, cases in which similar “mean-
ings” lead to similar “progressions” of behavior. Sociology, he
argucd, is concerned with such “types” of progressions, whercas
history engages in the causal analysis of “fateful singular relation-
ships.” Here is a more complete formulation of the distinction.

Sociology develops . . . typological concepts and secks general
rules about events. This in contrast to history, which pursues
the causal analysis . . . of individual, culturally significant ac-
tions, structures, and personalities. . . . [Sociology] forms its
concepts and seeks its rules primarily with a view to whether it
can thereby serve the causal attribution of . . . [singular] his-
torical phenomena.

On the one hand, sociology is here plainly described as a generaliz-
ing, regularity-seeking discipline, rather than an ‘idiographic’ one,
and its method is said to be essentially typological. A clear line is
drawn between the two approaches.!”

On the other hand, sociology is assigned the task of facilitating
the causal analysis of singular historical phenomena. The objects of
historical understanding are still contemporary outcomes that strike
the investigator as culturally significant in themselves. There is no
suggestion that the historian’s findings are interesting primarily as
clements in the generalizations of the sociologist. While sociology
is not subordinated to history, the two disciplines are thoroughly
interdefined. The difference between them is more a matter of

17. Ibid., pp. 14, 9.
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emphasis than of principle, especially since Weber’s account of
causal analysis in history always encompassed typological tactics and
the recourse to ‘nomological’ knowledge in any case.

This is not to deny that there was a discernible shift in Weber’s
practice during the course of his career, and especially between about
1909 and 1920. Having begun as a legal and economic historian, he
gradually became a comparative historical sociologist of religion and
of modern capitalism. Broadly theoretical concerns to some extent
replaced more specific historical topics in his work. During a 1909
campaign to obtain funds for collaborative sociological investiga-
tions, he explicitly challenged the excesses of “historism™ (Historis-
mus).18 He never abandoned his theoretical model of singular causal
analysis; but his topics became ever more encompassing in their scope
and chronological scale. He also became much more interested in
comparative tactics, which effectively took the place of counterfuctual
reasoning. The progression was natural and almost inevitable, given
his starting point. As the questions he asked about his culture became
wider and more radical, his inquiry into its historical antecedents grew
virtually universal in scope. At the same time, he began to develop
categories and analytical tactics that seemed most likely to prove
fruitful in a systematic analysis of the modern world, even when he
was unable to carry out his projects in detail.

In that sense, Weber gradually became more a historical sociolo-
gist and less a sociologically informed historian. Yet this change of
emphasis never forced him to alter the fundaments of his method-
ology. He continued to conceive history as a network of dynamic
processes and alternate paths of development. It is surely significant
that some of the most committed students of Weber in Germany
today are historians, and that it is Weber who has inspired the most
significant new direction in contemporary German historiography,
a historiography that has pursued the comparative analysis of struc-
tural change.19

18. See MWG 11/6, pp. 212-221.

19. T am referring to Hans Ulrich Wehler’s ‘Gesellschaftygeschichte’; but see also
Kocka, “Webers Bedeutung,” and Mommsen, “Soziologische Geschichte.” Roth
and Schluchter, the two leading sociologists inspired by Weber, have written on
Weber’s Viston of History.
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An Example of Weber’s Practice: The Protestant Ethic

I would now like to consider an example of Weber’s practice, but T
have a tactical problem. I cannot fully discuss any of his substantive
works; for that would take me far beyond the realm of methodol-
ogy. My only option, therefore, is to sketch one of his major texts
in terms that, while certainly provisional, may serve to illustrate the
practical applications of his methodological canons. With that un-
derstanding, I propose to take up the revised version of Weber’s The
Protestant Ethic and the Spivit of Capitalism. In introducing this
topic, Weber cited statistics on average incomes, occupations, and
educational levels among Protestants and Catholics that had at-
tracted the attention of other commentators as well. His initial
question was how to account for the comparative advantage of
Protestants around 1900; but he quickly moved on to more com-
plicated issues.20

In brief, Weber sought to trace the impact of Protestantism, and
especially of the Calvinist sects, upon the spirit’ of ‘modern capital-
sm,” and he only gradually clarified the meaning of these terms—or
what it was he proposed to explain. He did #or regard the religious
orientations of his Protestant sectarians as either necessary or
sufficient causes of capitalism; but he did believe that these orienta-
tions helped to shape the ‘spirit” or culture of what he called
‘modern’ capitalism. Since he ultimately defined both ‘modern’
capitalism and its ‘spirit’ in ways that linked them to Protestant
forms of this-worldly asceticism, one could perceive his argument as
circular.

This perception is quickly corrected, however, if one recalls We-
ber’s view of singular causal analysis. What has to be explained, as
he repeatedly observed, is why a certain culturally significant histori-
cal outcome became what it has become, and not something else. The
working out of that question must procced gradually toward a
relevant description of the outcome at issue, even while it projects
other possible paths of development by means of counterfactual

20. See GAR 1, pp. 1-16 (“Vorbemerkung™}, and 17-206 (“Die protestantische
Ethik und der Geist des Kapitalismus™), revised for republication in 1920, for this
and what follows.
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and/or comparative reasoning. For Weber, ‘modern capitalism’
must be distinguished from such earlier phenomena as ‘adventure’
or ‘speculative’ capitalism, in that it rests upon distinctive abstrac-
tions and forms of rationality. Examples are the separation of house-
hold and enterprise, capital accounting and profit calculation, and
the systematic organization of formally ‘free’ labor. The ‘spirit’ of
modern capitalism must not be traced to a presumably natural
human yearning, for pleasure, luxury, or the satisfaction of desire, for
modern capitalists pursue a ‘calling’ and perform a ‘task’ in a mood
of self-control and self-abnegation. Their ‘overall habitus’ arises
from a systematic rationalization of their ‘life conduct’ in the light
of their ‘calling.” And it is their ascetic ‘cthic’ that really calls for
explanation.

Weber explicitly considered the analysis he offered a model of
how ‘ideas’ play a role in history. He noted that the causal relation-
ships he detected were ‘adequate,’ rather than lawlike. His analytical
tactics were most often comparative or counterfactual. He offered
probabilistic claims about ‘causal chains’ and ‘tendencies,” rather
than deductions from universal generalizations. And the ‘elective
affinities” he observed were based upon complex mutual interactions
among attitudes, practices, and institutions. Finally, Weber strenu-
ously rejected the suggestion that he meant to replace a dogmatic
historical ‘matcrialism” with an cqually dogmatic ‘spiritualism.” In
support of his position, he not only pointed to the causal interac-
tions that gave rise to ‘elective affinities’; he also insisted that the
relationship between the religious beliefs of the Protestant ascetics
and the secular culture of modern capitalism is very far from linear.
The historical record, in other words, is rich in ironic reversals and
unintended consequences.

Spelling out his argument, Weber began with the Protestant
conception of work as an individual duty or ‘calling,” rather than a
contribution to an organic order, as in scholastic theology. For
Martin Luther and his followers, the idea of a specific vocation came
to signify the passive acceptance of the existing sociopolitical system.
Among certain Protestant sects, however, a more strenuous and
potentially revolutionary vision of action in the world grew out of
the Calvinist doctrine of predestination. In logic, the dark creed of
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gratuitously preordained damnation or ‘election’ should have led to
fatalism. In reality, it typically engendered an unprecedented indi-
vidual isolation and loncliness in the presence of an inscrutable God.
The overwhelming psychological pressures upon the believer could
find no relief in confession, absolution, or other forms of institution-
alized ‘magic’; in that sense, the Calvinist world was thoroughly
‘disenchanted.” Individuals had only two ways of dealing with a
theology that proved emotionally unbearable. In successfully pursu-
ing a virtuous life, they could seek symptoms, if not caunses, of their
place among the divinely elected. Or they could make themselves
the instruments of God’s glory in this world, most often in religious
sccts that anticipated the otherworldly fellowship of the saints.

Weber knew perfectly well, of course, that his subject matter ex-
tended well beyond the rational implications of theological doctrines;
he was interested in attitudes and forms of conduct, not just in formal
beliefs. He therefore had to move his analytical focus from the Calvin-
ist theory of predestination to the everyday orientations of such
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Protestant sectarians as the Pu-
ritans, orientations he found articulated in the writings of such spiri-
tual counselors as Richard Baxter. Weber recognized that the shift of
emphasis to religious practice and feeling was ‘psychological’ in some
sense of that term; but as usual, he expressly excluded the recourse to
psychological ‘laws’ in the style of Karl Lamprecht.

Resting his ‘psychological’ interpretations upon a commonsense
notion of the ‘understandable,” Weber could show how work for the
glory of God could come to mean work for the common good—and
could thus ultimately encourage secular forms of utilitarianism as
well. In the same way, he could explain that working in a particular
vocation could lead to acceptance of the division of labor and of
occupational specialization. Weber’s main point about the Protes-
tant sectarians, however, had to do with the human energies re-
leased by their religious needs. The tensions inherent in their
spiritual situation could not be abreacted through intermittent good
works or institutionalized ‘magic’; they could only express them-
selves in the methodical rationalization of their life conduct as a
whole. What emerged from the pressures upon them was a combi-
nation of self-control and self-denial, a radical indifference to
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worldly authority, an occasionally unforgiving righteousness, and a
determination to transform the world in God’s honor.

In short, Weber sought to point up the religious grounding of a
compulsion to achieve that had nothing to do with the pursuit of
pleasure. A form of this-worldly asceticism and the systematic ra-
tionalization of conduct decisively shaped the ‘spirit’ of ‘modern
capitalism,” as well as the broader process of rationalization that has
made our culture what it is. The darkest passages in Weber’s ex-
tended essay deal with the erosion of the religious concerns that
initially engendered the ethos of this-worldly asceticism. Once in
place, Weber argued, the capitalist system no longer needs such
religiously grounded cenergics—or their moral equivalents. For in
our own time, individuals can scarcely survive, unless they conform
to competitive norms that have come to function independently of
their origins. Like marionettes, we are moved by forces beyond our
horizons. Our obsession with achievement, our resignation in the
face of occupational specialization, and our self-righteous hardness
toward those who fail in our eyes: all these have become groundless,
‘substantively irrational’ in Weber’s terms.

From a methodological perspective, The Protestant Ethic is prob-
ably most interesting as an application of Weber’s ideal-typical
tactic, which moves the causal analysis forward in three ways. First,
Weber posits a model of Calvinist theology that focuses upon the
doctrine of predestination and its logical consequences. Since Weber
does not share the assumptions of the Calvinist creed, his ideal type
of the predestinarian argument is not one of ‘right rationality’; but
the interpretation it provides is nonetheless a rational one. In
introducing the heuristic model of Calvinist dogma, Weber does not
have to claim that any individual actually believed in it—or acted
accordingly. On the contrary, Weber promptly introduces a second
ideal type to capture a likely reaction to the dilemmas posed by
predestination, a reaction that is ‘understandable’ in commonsense
psychological terms. Notice that this second ideal type may be ‘ade-
quate at the level of meaning,” even apart from any empirical evi-
dence about the actions and beliefs of real historical agents.

Once again, morcover, Weber does not need to argue that the
type is fully applicable to any single individual. All he must show is
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that it correctly identifies significant aspects of Protestant orienta-
tions. Indeed, Weber offers supplementary hypotheses to account
tor divergences of outlook among the members of different sects. To
the extent that these ancillary explanations are cogent, they actually
strengthen, rather than weaken, his central argument about the
‘Protestant ethic’ in general. Finally, the ideal-typical method allows
Weber to address not only collective ‘ideas,” but group attitudes and
practices. The ideal Puritan is neither a real nor an average individ-
ual, and yet Weber can remain a methodological individualist, even
while analyzing a habitus that is characteristic of collectivities over
extended periods of time. To support his claim about this habitus
empirically, Weber does cite statistics; but he also offers textual
interpretations that really contribute more than any numerical data
to the explanation of the outcome that interests him.

It is probably safe to say that Weber never wrote anything like
‘narrative history,” or any account of specific ‘events’ in the ordinary
sense of the term. He was always primarily a {(comparative) historian
or historical sociologist of long-term structural change. His Protes-
tant Ethic illustrates his persistent emphasis upon historical processes
and developmental sequences. At every stage of his extended essay,
he tries to demonstrate how a sct of historical conditions and human
experiences gives rise to ‘tendencies’ that are then channeled into
onc or more particular paths by ancillary forces or intervening
pressures. And while Weber was no ‘historical idealist,” at least some
of the historical forces he found at work were conceptual or attitu-
dinal in character.
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One way to appreciate Max Weber’s extraordinary achievement as a
methodologist of the cultural and social sciences is to understand
him historically, in relation to his own intellectual field. Seen in that
way, Weber perfectly typifies the clarifying critic who restates, ra-
tionalizes, and thus partly transcends the assumptions of his own
culture. This certainly applies to his adaptation of the German
historical tradition.

Consider the theme of ‘individuality’ within that tradition, the
enduring sense that the historian is interested in the unique and
concretely ‘individual’, rather than the timelessly ‘abstract’ and gen-
eral. In the rhetoric of the Baden neo-Kantians, this emphasis was
codified as a contrast between ‘idiographic’ and ‘nomothetic’
knowledge. But even to characterize the purely ‘individual” is to run
the risk of incoherence, since the ‘unique’ and ‘concrete’ are inher-
ently indescribable. The only possible ‘translation’ of the ‘individu-
alizing’ approach, in fact, is Weber’s account of singular causal
explanation, in which the ‘singular’ is not [terally unique, but
conceptualized in a way that makes it subject to causal explanation
based partly upon ‘rules of experience’. To read Weber is thus
actually to understand the ‘idiographic’ strategy, even while recog-
nizing its limitations. Much the same is true of German historical
cconomics. Having stripped away its “irrationalist” and ‘emanation-
ist’ accretions, Weber convinces us of its primary thesis: that the
‘cconomic man’ of classical theory is an ‘ideal type,” not a recal



CONCLUSION

human agent. In the light of this insight, Weber could appreciate
the neoclassical models of the Austrian school, even while extending
German historical economics to a whole new set of topics.

In specifying the case for singular causal explanation, of course,
Weber had to deal with the problem of selecting and describing the
objects of historical analysis. As we have seen, he simply acknow-
ledged the role of the investigator’s personal and cultural interests,
without entangling himself in Rickert’s pursuit of ‘objective’ values.
For Weber, historians simply identify a striking feature of their own
social environment, in order to ask how it came to be what it is,
rather than something else. The form of this question really contains
Weber’s whole program of singular causal analysis: against a back-
ground of ongoing processes, a cause is something that intervenes
to modify the path of development—and thus &rings about an
outcome other than what could have been expected in its absence.
The idea of processes being channeled into one of several possible
directions in turn demands the theory of objective probability and
adequate causation, along with counterfactual and /or comparative
reasoning. Indeed, it ultimately suggests the comparative analysis of
structural change. That is the sense in which Weber’s creativity must
be conceived as the critical revision of an intellectual heritage, rather
than the ‘creation’ of a ‘new idea’—or the linear continuation of an
established tradition.

In any case, Weber was not simply a follower of Rickert; nor is
there any reason to insist that he should have been deeply concerned
with Rickert’s philosophical obscurities. He simply drew a line
between the grounds of the researcher’s (possibly subjective) choice
of an object of study, typically a significant historical outcome, and
the causal explanation of that outcome, which must aim at ‘objec-
tivity’ in principle, though it may fall short of that goal in practice.
Although historians certainly construct their questions in the light
of their interests, their findings should be valid for other individuals
and cultures, partly because the terminology of any culture may be
translated into that of another, again in principle. Thus altogether,
Weber repudiated most of the arguments of the relativists, and his
defense of ‘objectivity’ helped to shape his attitude toward the
broader issue of value judgments in science. None of Weber’s
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writings broke as radically with the views prevalent among his
colleagues as his polemics on ‘value neutrality.” For many members
of the Social Policy Association believed in an ‘cthical® direction in
applied economics. In German academic ideology, moreover, Wis-
semschaft was traditionally supposed to engender Bildung and a
value-oriented Weltanschanung—or in effect to lead beyond knowl-
edge, to wisdom. Weber did not cheerfully abandon that hope; but
it seemed to him increasingly unrealistic—and a potential threat to
the ‘intellectual rectitude’ he prized above all.

Just as he both clarified and transcended the idea of an ‘individu-
alizing’ science, moreover, Weber literally ‘made sense’ of the doc-
trine of interpretive ‘understanding.” He did this partly by purging
the interpretive method of any residual recourse to the empathetic
‘recxperiencing’ of fecling states, or the subjective identification of
interpreters with those they seek to understand (by ‘putting them-
selves in their place’). In the face of such temptations, Weber
redescribed interpretation as an initially hypothetical construction,
in which possibly attributable motives and beliefs are ‘tested” against
an empirically observable ‘progression’ of behaviors—or against a
pattern of explicit argument. The starting point for this strategy is
the heuristic ascription of ‘right rationality’; but this is supple-
mented in a stepwise procedure designed to approximate the com-
plex causal connections between the agent’s ‘inner’ motives and
reasons and the ‘outward’ phenomena they explain. In effect, Weber
held that reasons for acting may be causes of actions; yet he never
claimed that a/l the causes of actions and beliefs are reasons, not to
mention good reasons. He was thus necessarily committed to the
view that interpretation is a subset of singular cansal explanation.

The subtitle of this book refers to Weber’s ‘unification of the
cultural and social sciences.” This characterization of his achieve-
ment is defensible primarily because he broke through the barrier
between interpretation and causal explanation, a barrier that had
deep ideological supports in his own culture—and elsewhere as well.
But it is of the utmost importance that be could not have done this
under n literally deductive-nomological model of causal explanation,
one in which events that sufficiently (and terminologically) resemble
the cause are invariably followed by events that resemble the effect.
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Weber knew, after all, that similar reasons may lead to different
actions, and that similar actions may follow upon divergent reasons.
As we know, he considered this problem serious enough to urge
that action explanations, though ‘adequate at the level of meaning’,
may nevertheless require further confirmation in more conventional
ways, perhaps even by means of statistics. In any case, he absolutely
needed the triadic causal scheme that has been repeatedly sketched
above, in which a ‘cause’ intervenes in a process to ‘bring about’ an
otherwise unexpected ‘effect.’

All this helps to account for Weber’s distinctive use of the ‘ideal
type,” which supports his cognitive strategy in at least four respects.
First, the ideal type explicitly identifies those aspects of a social or
historical pattern that are to be explained. Second, it permits the
stepwisc approach to the analysis of actions and beliefs, in which
ideal types of rational action are supplemented, where necessary, by
other ‘understandable’ reasons, and then by causes other than rea-
sons, until a plurality of hypothetical models jointly suffice to ap-
proximate the observed sequence of actions or arguments. Third
and analogously, the ‘ideal type’ allows the cultural or social scientist
to ‘ascribe’ particular aspects of a process or outcome to specific
clements within a complex cluster of causes. Fourth and finally, it
offers a tentative insight into the relationship between singular
causal analysis in human affairs and systematic explanation in the
natural sciences. For as Menger observed, explanations in terms of
scientific laws are often ‘ideal,” in the sense that they abstract from
certain aspects of the ‘concrete’ events to which they apply.

Weber’s ideal typical tactics have not always been fully under-
stood, whether in his own time or since. To discuss them at all,
however, is to move from a historical assessment of Weber’s work
in its own intellectual field to a more substantive evaluation of it in
contemporary terms. The point of this essay is not to complete such
an cvaluation, or to formulate a fully coherent philosophy of the
cultural and social sciences. But T do mean to claim that Weber’s
methodology remains remarkably relevant and fruitful even today,
more than three-quarters of a century after his death. Following his
own recommendation, I have drawn upon particularly cogent con-
temporary formulations to offer a rational reconstruction of his
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methodology that provides a starting point for a full interpretation.
But to the extent that this approach has been successful, it has also
increased my respect for Weber. What it demonstrates, after all, is
that he largely anticipated the arguments of MacIntyre and David-
son on causal explanation, and on reasons as causes, just as he
anticipated the reflections of Lukes and others on rationality and
interpretation. Above all, he integrated interpretation and explana-
tion, and he thus successfully challenged a false antithesis that has
long been a serious obstacle to thought about the cultural and social
world.

Our own intellectual field today is in a state of transition and even
of crisis. Changing cultural perspectives and social concerns have
inspired new lines of analysis in almost every discipline outside the
natural sciences. New questions have been asked about the history
of gender roles and of racism, and our studies have pointed up the
extraordinary significance of symbolic power. As Weber argued, such
shifts in perspectives and lines of investigation should be welcomed
as sources of vitality, and so should the methodological debates that
typically accompany them. Yet to ask an interesting new question is
not necessarily to provide a cogent answer. Nor can scholarly claims
be defended merely by pointing to the social significance of the
issues they address. Indeed, cultural crises may lead to intellectual
disoricntation as well as to creativity. This was truc of the crisis of
German academic culture in Weber’s own time, and it may be partly
true in our own intellectual field.

Perhaps there has been an underlying loss of confidence in the
human and social relevance of intellectual work. In Weber’s world,
there was a widespread conviction that the scholarly community had
lost its former authority. Something like a fear of impotence gave rise
to the penchant for personal ‘prophecy’ that Weber so thoroughly
distrusted. If T vearn to be a ‘true intellectual,” and not a mere
‘specialist,” T may be tempted to reach too hastily for morally or
ideologically profitable “truths,’ if not for mere novelty. Some of the
irrational currents in Weber’s environment are not without contem-
porary parallels; this is true even of the revulsion against ‘positivism.’
However fruitful Hempel’s ‘covering law” hypothesis may have
proved within the discipline of philosophy, it provoked highly de-
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structive reactions in the cultural and social sciences. Somewhere in
our cognitive landscape, the specter of determinism may still be
frightening the children within us. Why is it so hard to accept the idea
that human action can be causazlly explained, and this most easily
when it is most rational and “free’? And why is it so difficult to see that
we understand human ‘subjectivity’ through its ‘objective’ manifesta-
tions, or that questions grounded in ‘subjective’ concerns should
nonetheless be answered as ‘objectively’ as possible? Must we quibble
forever about the supposed divide between interpretation and expla-
nation, the ‘humanities” and the ‘social sciences’

In my own discipline of history, responsible practitioners have
continued to think in causal terms. But some of our methodological
innovators seem determined to replace causal analysis with surro-
gates that strike me as hopelessly confused. We are told that the
writing of history should be understood as the more or less gratui-
tous pursuit of literary forms, or that we must return to pure

b

‘narrative,” or engage in interpretive ‘description.” Because it is
difficult to validate particular interpretations, or because historical
knowledge is vaguely perceived as self-referential, we are asked to
accept a virulent form of cultural relativism, along with a vision of
scholarly debate as an irreconcilable conflict among ‘ideologics,” if
not among purely personal preferences.

One of the ways in which Weber can help us find a way through
our difficulties is to offer an account of causal analysis that will
elucidate our best practices much better than Hempel’s program. In
the process, Weber’s methodology should also convince us that
both ‘descriptions’ and ‘narratives’ cannot be structured—or even
delimited—without criteria of what is causally relevant to a particular
course of events or a specific ‘outcome’; however complex. More-
over, Weber can show that there must be standards that will allow
us i principle to defend particular interpretations of actions or
texts. Urging us to begin with the hypothetical attribution of ration-
ality, he can demonstrate that we should not look for ‘ideology’—or
move beyond ‘adequacy at the level of meaning’—until we have
shown that we cannot ‘make sense’ of what we want to understand
without recourse to causes other than reasons. (It is hard imagine
how we are to discriminate among competing ‘deconstructions.”)
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Finally, Weber may help us to navigate the maelstrom of multiple
definitions, thoughtless or deliberate conflations, and irrelevant fac-
tual claims that have accumulated around the false antitheses of
‘interpretation’ and ‘explanation,” the ‘humanities’ (or ‘cultural
studies’) and the ‘social sciences,” the ‘objective’ and the ‘subjec-
tive.” Of course we should debate our substantive and methodologi-
cal differences as vigorously as possible. But frankly, I sometimes
wonder whether the heat of our purely intra-academic cultural wars
may cause us to neglect the norms of reason—and the quest for
clarity—that our culture needs more urgently than anything else.
Following Weber, I am inclined to conclude with something like a
plea for ‘intellectual rectitude.’
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