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Preface: The Sociological Classics

There is in contemporary social theory a degree of hostility to the study of
the sociological classics. It is sometimes argued that the world we live in is
so manifestly different from the social context within which the classics of
sociology were written that the view of social life of early sociologists can
have little relevance to us. For example, the computer on which this manu-
script was written would have been unimaginable to Max Weber whose
cramped but energetic handwriting has given translators so much diffi-
culty. It is also claimed that the canon which constitutes classical sociology
represents a unified view of sociology which can no longer be sustained in
our academic world which is fragmented, diverse and contested.
Canonical works in literature have been challenged by a process of decol-
onization which has rejected the hegemony of western literature. Critics
also feel uncomfortable with the sociological canon of ‘founding fathers’.
We know that women in sociology have found it difficult to find a voice
and the idea of a definite founding event in the construction of a separate
discipline of sociology is controversial. Finally, the construction of a tradi-
tion within the discipline of sociology must be somewhat artificial given
the fact that most of the principal contributions came from people who
would not have self-consciously regarded themselves as sociologists.
Despite these difficulties, a hasty and ill-considered rejection of classical
sociology is to be avoided for reasons which I try to establish in this study
of early sociological theory.

In part, I support existing defences of the classics which suggest that
the nature of dispute and development in sociological theory is very dif-
ferent from the pattern of intellectual development in the natural sciences.
Analytical difficulties and debates in sociology are not easily resolved,
because the issues themselves remain essentially contested. Because there
is no obvious theory cumulation or resolution of disputes, one can still
learn from and value the classical accounts of sociological theory. The epis-
temological, theoretical and methodological difficulties which were identi-
fied and debated by Max Weber and Emile Durkheim have not been
and cannot be easily resolved. In contemporary sociology, we may have a
better understanding of the implications of these debates and may have
more sophisticated technologies for approaching certain problems in



sociology but in essence the arguments for and against the use of ideal
types, for example, are largely unchanged In this respect, sociological
theory is no different from political theory. One can enjoy and benefit from
reading Thomas Hobbes on sovereignty as one can enjoy reading Weber on
bureaucracy. Reading the classics is simply a useful aspect of the intellec-
tual education of a social scientist.

The study of classical sociology is therefore a worthwhile exercise
provided the following conditions are recognized: the canon remains open
to revision; it is not reified into an exclusionary justification of professional
membership of sociology departments; it is accepted as in part a retrospec-
tive summary of intellectual endeavour and thus remains always a some-
what arbitrary collection of texts; defending the classics cannot be an excuse
for neglecting contemporary social theory, and finally it does not stand in
the way of contemporary intellectual activity and development. A healthy
scepticism should not be a legitimation of or an excuse for ignorance.

While these general principles are useful, it is possible to offer a more
robust defence of the sociological canon. My principal argument is that,
although rupture and diversity are very obvious features of sociological
theory, there are also some hidden points of continuity, and the contempo-
rary student of sociology cannot understand the discipline without such an
historical awareness. Let us take an issue which plays a significant part in
my understanding of the sociology of Weber. In his approach to power and
culture, Weber was heavily influenced by the work of the German philoso-
pher Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900). Nietzsche had argued that we can
only know the world from some vantage point or perspective, in the
current situation these perspectives are in a state of constant conflict, and
finally therefore reason has very specific limitations. The authority of these
perspectives lies not necessarily in its inherent analytical or moral value,
but on the political powers which underpin intellectual authority.

Weber’s uncertainty about the ability of sociology ever to know the
world unambiguously followed from this lesson of Nietzsche’s epistemol-
ogy and hence his various analyses of sociological method (ideal types, the
principles of hermeneutic understanding, the fact-value distinction and so
forth) were thoroughly grounded in Nietzsche. In addition, Weber followed
Nietzsche in believing that many of our ethical approaches are expressions
of psychoanalytical conflicts in the individual and are ultimately expres-
sions of the presence or absence of real power. In this respect, Nietzsche’s
criticisms of Christianity are well known and they also once more influ-
enced Weber’s sociology of religion.

What we can define as Nietzsche’s perspectivism also had a profound
impact on the philosophy of Martin Heidegger (1889–1976) and through
Heidegger’s critique of the ‘metaphysics of being’ Nietzsche’s philosophy
has fundamentally shaped the modern debate about modernism and post-
modernism. For example, the most frequently quoted definition of post-
modernism comes from J.-F. Lyotard who claimed that postmodernism is
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simply a scepticism about grand narratives. In short, perspectivism makes
certain large-scale world views untenable. Similarly, Richard Rorty has
argued, from the standpoint of what he calls liberal or bourgeois postmod-
ernism, that postmodernism is the realization that there are no ‘final vocab-
ularies’, that is there is no way of being finally certain that our view of
reality is true. In fact as a pragmatist, Rorty argues that it is more profitable
to ask whether a philosophy is useful or adequate to certain problems
rather than whether it is true.

If we try to put this contemporary debate about postmodernism in its
larger historical framework, we can see that the problem about perspec-
tivism has gone through three phases. In the nineteenth century, philoso-
phers and theologians debated the problems of historicism. In the world of
Christian belief, the Bible came to be regarded as a somewhat arbitrary col-
lection of the texts and these biblical texts were seen to be an expression of
different historical context. How was it possible then to derive some uni-
versalistic message from the Christian faith which could be true for all
people in their various historical settings? Historicism thus relativized the
Christian message by arguing that the prophetic message of Jesus was
historically specific. Ernest Renan’s comparative philology developed a
critique of the sacred texts of the Abrahamic religions by demonstrating
the local Semitic quality of their respective sacred languages. His Vie de
Jesus transformed Christ into a Jewish prophet of a particular time and
place. In the first part of the twentieth century, cultural relativism was pro-
foundly shaped by the discoveries of social anthropologists whose work
on ‘primitive religions’ began to provide some interesting comparisons
with the ‘world religions’, especially Christianity. Protestant theologians
like William Robertson Smith began to develop an early sociology of reli-
gion which translated these specific ethnographic studies into a more
coherent and far-reaching sociology of the sacred. But the consequences of
their intellectual inquiry were to raise critical responses from ecclesiastical
authorities who recognized the corrosive impact of their ideas. This debate
about local cultures in relation to world religions and globalization contin-
ues today. The final stage of this historical development of relativism is in
fact the postmodern debate, which has, along with subaltern studies, fem-
inism and postcolonial theory, brought into question large, universalistic
claims about the authority of final vocabularies.

Reading Weber’s attempts to come to terms with the legacy of Nietzsche
is not only a useful preparation for understanding postmodernism, it is in
fact an essential foundation for such an approach. The ironic aspect of post-
modernism of course is that it often denies there can be any history of any
idea or institution. For postmodernism, history is merely one type of narra-
tive which can be offered for an institution or individual. It is part of the
postmodern agenda to undermine historical narratives, including histori-
cal accounts of postmodernism itself. Such a closure of history provides
postmodernism, however, with some protection from its own relativity.
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A grounding in Weber’s confrontation with Nietzschean perspectivism is
helpful in putting postmodernism in its (historical) place. There is thus a
strange parallel between the reconstruction of social consciousness in the
1890s and the postmodernization of social thought in the 1990s.

How does Karl Marx fit into this picture? One argument is that Marx,
Nietzsche and Weber produced similar responses to the problem of human
existence in industrial society, where the traditional world of the ecclesias-
tical institutions, agricultural economies, political conventions, traditional
moral codes and conventional values was breaking down. Marx’s theory of
the alienation of human beings from themselves and their social world,
Nietzsche’s sense of the separation of human beings from their own con-
sciousness by the neurotic character of Prussian Germany and Weber’s
view of the world as disenchanted (as an iron cage) exhibit certain similar-
ities. In order to illustrate that argument, I have in this collection of writing
on classical sociology included an introduction to Karl Löwith’s study of
Max Weber and Karl Marx. Löwith was a student of Heidegger and read
Weber and Marx from the perspective of Heideggerian theology. Both
Weber and Marx in their respective writing on rationalization and alien-
ation provided an analysis of the human condition which is closely related
to Heidegger’s sense that modern people have lost their way in the world.
Heidegger’s classical study of Being and Time constantly refers to the impor-
tance of discovering a way in the forest, of clearing a space for man to dwell
in harmony with Being. By studying Löwith’s extended essay on Weber and
Marx, we can begin to see this close connection between Nietzsche, Weber
and Heidegger, and also appreciate how Marx’s philosophical anthro-
pology of human estrangement foreshadowed a profound philosophical
and sociological critique of technological civilization and its negative con-
sequences. The sociological classics within this framework become living
documents to a tradition of critical reflection and research on the dilemmas
of human existence in an industrial and technological civilization.

This book falls into two parts. The first part looks at key thinkers in the
growth of early sociology (Karl Marx, Max Weber, Georg Simmel, Emile
Durkheim, Karl Mannheim and Talcott Parsons). The second part explores
the key institutions which dominated sociological and anthropological
inquiry in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Together these
two parts provide the student with a systematic introduction to classical
sociology and its development in the twentieth century. The guiding theme
of this study is the idea of alienation as an account of human existence in
a social world which has been transformed by a process of rationalization. 

Thus in Part I, I explore the influence of the legacy of Marx and Marxism
on early sociology, and trace the evolution of that Marxist influence
through Weber, Simmel, Mannheim and Durkheim. The discussion con-
cludes with the work of Parsons who is recognized as, in many respects,
the conclusion of the classical tradition. Part I starts with an essay compar-
ing and contrasting Marx and Weber (from the Heideggerian perspective
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of the work of Löwith), which sets the scene by comparing the themes of
human alienation and social rationalization. The second chapter looks at
Weber’s sociology as a major sociological response to the legacy of Marx.
The following chapters explore Mannheim’s work on ideology and culture
as responses to Marxist theories of ideology. The chapter on Durkheim
considers his analysis of civil society, the state and ‘intermediary groups’
which demonstrates that the claim that he had no political sociology is a
serious misreading. Durkheim, like Marx, was aware of the negative
impact of economic individualism on mental life and social harmony.
Against the utilitarian view of society, Durkheim developed a theory of the
role of the state as a moral agent, which anticipated some features of the
contemporary debate about citizenship. The chapter on Simmel examines
his philosophy of money as an alternative to Marxist economic sociology.
Part I concludes with a study of Parsons as a critic of utilitarian economic
thought and treats Parsonian sociology as the end point of the first wave
of sociology.

In Part II, I examine key institutions in the development of the socio-
logical imagination and the theme of Marxism and its critique is continued
into the area of institutional analysis. To some extent, the question of the
role of religion in the development of capitalist society preoccupied both
Marxism and early sociology. In a comparison of Marxist and Weberian
approaches to class analysis, I also explore the debate about social class and
consider the emergence of social stratification theory in North American
sociology. Other chapters look at the contributions of both Marxists and
sociologists to the study of the family in industrial capitalism. The growth
of the sociology of the city also illustrates the contested views of the impor-
tance of urban social relations in debates about alienation, marginalization
and ethnic conflicts. Part II also includes an examination of the sociology
of generations which elaborates Mannheim’s criticisms of Marxist class
analysis and concludes with a chapter exploring the contribution of
T.H. Marshall to political sociology. In Marshall’s sociology, citizenship is an
institution which contributes to the reform of capitalism and mitigates the
impact of class conflict through a redistribution of resources.

These essays provide therefore one possible defence of the importance
of the legacy of classical sociology for an understanding of the modern
world. Early sociology engaged with a range of social issues to do with
inequality and power, which remain relevant to contemporary society.
More importantly, classical sociology addressed a series of moral questions
through the themes of alienation, anomie and rationalization which are
useful tools by which to probe the ethical dilemmas of the next century.
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CHAPTER 1

THE CENTRAL THEMES OF
SOCIOLOGY: AN INTRODUCTION

The Marx�-Weber Debate

Although the relationship between Marx and Weber has been the topic of
considerable debate and research (Antonio and Glassman, 1985), we need
to distinguish carefully between three somewhat separate issues: Weber’s
relationship to the social theories of Marx, his relation to Marxism as an
intellectual tradition and his relation to communism as a revolutionary
movement. It is clear that, while Weber was impressed by Marx as a social
analyst, he did not know about the entire corpus of Marx’s work, he did not
fully understand Marx and finally Marx did not make a systematic impact
on Weber. There is no simple way in which Weber was involved in a debate
with ‘the ghost of Marx’ (Salomon, 1935). Both supporters and critics of
Weber of course welcomed The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism as
a possible refutation of Marx’s analysis of industrial capitalism. In the 1960s
and 1970s, in a similar fashion academic sociologists treated Weber’s Eco-
nomy and Society as the principal alternative to Marx’s Capital.

In fact, there is relatively little overt discussion of the work of Marx in
Weber’s sociology. As many commentators have noted, Weber would not
have had access to such crucial texts of Marx as Economic and Philosophical
Manuscripts, Theses on Feuerbach or Grundrisse. For Weber, Marx’s work rep-
resented a mono-causal explanation of history in terms of economic condi-
tions and therefore Weber believed that Marxist sociology had not
adequately confronted the problems raised by neo-Kantianism and in par-
ticular by the methodological theories of Wilhelm Dilthey, Heinrich Rickert
and Wilhelm Windelband (Sahay, 1971). To some extent, it was left to
Austro-Marxism to undertake this confrontation with neo-Kantian epis-
temology (Bottomore and Goode, 1978).

Although in the formulation of his sociology Weber was not systemati-
cally influenced by Marx, this empirical observation does not imply that
there was no relationship. For example, it is important for the central argu-
ment of this book to note that there is a significant similarity and connec-
tion between Marx’s concept of alienation and Weber’s concept of
rationalization (Löwith, 1993). It is also true that Marx and Weber shared
similar ambiguities towards an understanding of bureaucracy, markets
and science as crucial components of capitalist society and as forces of
modernization (Sayer, 1991). However, we cannot argue that during his



lifetime an engagement with the work of Marx was constitutive of Weber’s
sociological arguments. Weber was by contrast very much concerned with
the issue of the impact of Marxism as a social ideology on the German
working class through the Social Democratic movement. Although Marx
developed a revolutionary politics of capitalism, by the 1890s it was obvi-
ous that German capitalism would not collapse as a consequence of revo-
lution. If anything, the real incomes and the standard of living of the
working class had risen. There had been as a result no polarization or
pauperization of society. Weber was critical of the German Social Demo-
cratic Party (SPD) which attempted to combine a reformist approach to
electoral politics with a faith in the final triumph of socialism. Under the
leadership of intellectuals like Eduard Bernstein, the SPD had adopted
political reformism, namely the theory that there would be a gradual trans-
formation of capitalism through the electoral participation of the working
class. Bernstein and his followers abandoned any commitment to practical
revolutionary strategies and tactics, such as the general strike. Weber
tended therefore either to despise reformism, because it combined political
conservatism with a revolutionary rhetoric, or to regard it as no longer a
significant dimension of German politics, and yet paradoxically he was
often in agreement with Bernstein who rejected, for example, Marx’s doc-
trine of economic determinism (Breuilly, 1987). 

While Weber was interested in the fortunes of the SPD, he was fearful
of any further destabilization of the German state, especially after the polit-
ical defeat of 1918–19. Weber was closely involved with other scholars in
political disputes about Germany after the War and, in the debates in 1917
at Lauenstein Castle about the constitutional future, radical students,
including Georg Lukács, had anticipated that Weber would announce a
new political order (Kadarkay, 1991: 187). Instead Weber welcomed the fact
that Russian interference in Germany had been averted, and recognized
the inevitability of American hegemony in the emerging world system.
Weber’s lack of engagement with the radical politics of the student move-
ment was also a function of the fact that he remained consistently anxious
about the ‘Russian danger’. As a nationalist, Weber was concerned to pro-
tect the cohesion of Germany as a strong nation-state. In his essays on the
Russian revolutions (Weber, 1995), he attempted to analyse the failures of
liberal-bourgeois democracy. The constitutional reforms had been frus-
trated by the failure of local and provincial governments to gain autonomy,
the social and political weakness of the bourgeoisie as a class and the per-
manent authoritarianism of the Tsarist regime. Weber remained fearful
over the persistent threat of eastern authoritarianism, and therefore
rejected the views of the radical youth of Munich who sought an end to
war through a Russian-style revolution. 

Weber, influenced by the work of Robert Michels on ‘the iron law of oli-
garchy’, believed that a revolution could not succeed without a loyal
bureaucratic staff, but bureaucratization would also limit the scope of
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revolution (Mommsen, 1989). It was over these issues that he, for example,
departed company with Lukács whose views he treated as romantic and
utopian. In an important but incomplete passage on revolution in Economy
and Society, Weber argued that the German bureaucracy had survived the
War and thereby demonstrated the durability of modern bureaucracies. He
also attributed some of the success of the Russian Revolution to the fact that
workers and soldiers were able to take up bureaucratic tasks successfully.
He concluded that ‘every revolution which has been attempted under
modern conditions has failed completely because of the indispensability of
trained officials and of the lack of its own organized staff’ (Weber, 1978:
266). Lukács and other radicals who regarded revolution as a spiritual
transformation of society found it difficult to accept Weber’s realism when
it came to the assessment of political conditions. 

After Weber’s death, there was little discussion of his sociology in the
English-speaking world and obviously intellectual exchange between
Germany and the Allies was very limited. However, from the 1950s until
the end of the 1970s, there was a steady stream of translations of Weber’s
major works, which illustrated the scope of Weber’s intellectual achieve-
ment. Weber’s reception into North American sociology was, however,
through the interpretation and perspective of Talcott Parsons, who did not
pay much attention to Weber’s economic and political sociology. Parsons
was primarily concerned with Weber’s relationship to the voluntaristic
theory of action and to the sociology of religion (Holton and Turner, 1986).
Against this perspective, a number of sociologists emphasized the impor-
tance of so-called ‘conflict sociology’ and interpreted Weber as a social the-
orist whose major contribution had been to the analysis of material
interests, group struggle and social conflict (Rex, 1961).

During the cold war period, there was also a huge expansion of under-
graduate sociology in European universities. In this context, there emerged
a considerable ideological battle around the works of Marx and Weber.
With the growth in popularity of so-called structural Marxism, Weber was
increasingly defined as a ‘bourgeois sociologist’, whose commitment to
methodological individualism and political liberalism confirmed his mem-
bership of the bourgeois class. There were a number of important transla-
tions of Marxist works into English which fuelled the debate such as For
Marx (Althusser, 1969) and Political Power and Social Classes (Poulantzas,
1973). In England, sociology became polarized around those who sup-
ported Poulantzas’s criticisms of individualistic and ‘unscientific’ sociol-
ogy and those who by contrast supported the view of Marxism as a
scientific theory of social formations. 

In both America and continental Europe, these Marxist debates had less
impact on the curriculum of sociology in the universities. The May events
of 1968 passed without any permanent damage to the governments of
western Europe. In the United States, despite the Vietnam War, Marxism
made little serious progress and debates about social theory were more
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likely to be organized around pro-Parsons and anti-Parsons factions
(Alexander, 1987), while actual empirical research was quantitative in the
tradition of P.F. Lazarsfeld. Radical and critical appraisals of Parsons drew
upon both Marx and Weber, because in the American context Weber often
appeared as a radical social theorist (Gouldner, 1970; Mills, 1959). We
therefore have the paradox that in the communist bloc social theorists
took Weber very seriously, but regarded him as a bourgeois sociologist. In
western sociology, Weber was often neglected in favour of structural
Marxism or neglected because he appeared to be a Machiavellian theorist
of power politics.

By the time Parsons died in 1979, functionalism was moribund and has
remained so, despite attempts to revive it in the shape of neo-functionalism
(Alexander, 1985). A decade later organized communism eventually col-
lapsed and there has been throughout the eastern bloc a significant revival
of sociology which has ironically often involved a renewal of interest in
Weberian sociology. Althusser committed suicide in 1990, by which time
structural Marxism had ceased to be influential. During this period, how-
ever, there was also a general decline in sociology within western univer-
sities and a new interest in cultural studies with the result that the notion
of ‘culture’ has somewhat replaced ‘society’ as the key topic of sociological
discussion. The sociological reasons for these changes are to be sought in
the growth of cultural consumerism, global tourism, the aestheticization of
everyday life and the postmodernization of culture (Connor, 1996). As one
might expect, therefore, the contemporary interest in Weber tends to
emphasize the importance of culture in Weber’s sociology, to associate
Weber with Nietzsche as a cultural critic and to relate Weber’s dispute over
values to postmodernism as a cultural theory. The relationship between
Marx and Weber in western sociology is understated and other relation-
ships (Weber and Nietzsche, Weber and Simmel) are discussed and
promoted (Turner, 1992b). The future of Weberian sociology in the
post-communist societies remains an issue of fascinating speculation
(Weiss, 1986).

The Unintended Consequences of Action 

In For Weber (Turner, 1981) I made a direct reply to theories of social struc-
ture which had been primarily influenced by structural Marxism, particu-
larly by the writings of the French Marxist philosopher Louis Althusser.
Althusser’s influential reading of Marx, which had been originally pub-
lished in France in 1965 as Pour Marx, appeared in English in 1969. For
Weber was intended to be a direct challenge to the influence of structural
Marxism by arguing that many of the claims of Althusser were inaccurate
when applied to the work of Weber and that there was a structuralist
reading of Weber which demonstrated at least some similarities with the
work of Marx from a particular vantage point of interpretation. Marxist
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critics of Weberian sociology often dismissed this legacy as individualistic,
subjectivist and unscientific. My study of Weber attempted to show that
there was an objective dimension to his sociology which was exhibited in
the notion of the unintended consequences of social action, namely conse-
quences which lay outside the consciousness and intention of the social
actors involved. The deterministic element in Weber’s interpretive sociol-
ogy was illustrated through a set of historical case studies which showed
the fateful consequences of action over which social actors had no signifi-
cant control, or indeed knowledge. The classical illustration of this fateful
view of history was primarily demonstrated in Weber’s famous ‘Protestant
Ethic’ thesis (Lehmann and Roth, 1993). The unanticipated consequence of
ascetic religious actions had been the creation of a capitalist culture, the
secular outcomes of which often denied or undermined their religious call-
ings which had given rise to the capitalist spirit in the seventeenth century.
Weber’s sociology of religion could be read or interpreted as a series of
tragic narratives about the negative and unanticipated consequences of
actions directed towards personal salvation. The tragic or fatalistic dimen-
sions of Weber’s sociology were in many respects parallel to the narrative
structure of the tragic novels of Thomas Mann, particularly in such works
as The Magic Mountain and Buddenbrooks (Marcus, 1987).

Weber’s sense of personal tragedy and the fatefulness of western history
was in part the cultural product of the transformations of the academic
community in Germany where there had been a major decline in the status
of the independent scholar and intellectual, a transformation which has
been captured by Fritz Ringer in the notion of the decline of the German
mandarins (Ringer, 1969). The theme of social tragedy or fate influenced not
only the sociology of Weber but also the work of Tönnies, Troeltsch, Simmel
and Lukács (Liebersohn, 1988). At a more profound level this Kulturpessi-
mismus was a reflection of significant changes in the relationship between
culture and social class in the educated middle strata of nineteenth-century
Germany. This pessimism about culture was reflected in the debate about
Bildung and personality which shaped the outlook of the late nineteenth-
century educated, middle classes in Germany. This fatalistic view regarded
the growth of civilization as a direct challenge to traditional culture and
thereby to the status of the intellectual as the guardian of high culture
(Elias, 1978; Goldman, 1992). The problems of social change, interpersonal
ethics, the self and the demise of traditional rural values shaped the narra-
tive content of the Bildungsroman in this period (Moretti, 1987). In a society
where the traditional intellectual was being overtaken and bypassed by the
technical specialist within an industrial civilization, what was the role of
intellectuals in such an environment? Weber’s bitter complaint about
‘hedonists without a heart and experts without a spirit’ (Genussmenschen
ohne Hertz und Fach menschen ohne Geist) at the conclusion of The Protestant
Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism was an expression of this sense of the decline
of the fully educated and comprehensive personality of the traditional
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intellectual. Weber’s critique of the bureaucratization of intellectual callings
was partly inspired by Friedrich Nietzsche’s abhorrence at the growing
dominance of the soulless state intellectuals within the emergent Prussian
bureaucracy. Against these specialists with their calling to serve the state
(the new Berufsmenschentum) Nietzsche proposed a revolutionary creation,
Overman (Übermensch). Here again there was an important relationship
between the literary treatment of the intellectual in Mann’s novels (such as
Death in Venice and Doctor Faustus) and Weber’s particular concentration
on the notion of intellectual vocations in science and politics (Lassman and
Velody, 1989). 

Nietzsche and Weber 

For Weber was therefore engaged in a debate with Weber’s sociology from
the point of view of an interest in a tragic vision of history which was
worked out within the context of Weber’s highly technical sociology of
social action. This pessimistic view of history was a consequence of Weber’s
direct and specific engagement with the legacy of the philosophy of
Nietzsche, particularly with Nietzsche’s concept of resentment (Stauth and
Turner, 1988). Various aspects of Nietzsche’s philosophy impinged upon
Weber’s formulation of a sociology of action. For example, there is in
Nietzsche the contrast between Apollo, the God of Form and Reason, and
Dionysus, the God of Emotion and Sexuality. Weber’s analysis of the
‘Protestant Ethic thesis’ can be seen as an account of how the Apollo prin-
ciple dominated over the emotional life through the formation of vocations
in the economic sphere. This conflict between sexuality and civilization
played a general role in Weber’s analysis of the civilizational functions of
religious values, but also in Weber’s personality as a struggle between fam-
ily responsibilities and sexual fulfilment (Green, 1974). Weber’s personal
values were thoroughly ambiguous, he admired the seriousness of the pro-
fessional calling in science and politics, while also remaining aware of the
destructive consequences of this-worldly asceticism. Secondly, the rela-
tionship between Weber’s concept of charisma and the superman has also
been noted in various aspects of the literature on Weber (Eden, 1983).
Certainly the problem of leadership in a bureaucratic social environment
remained a significant issue in Weber’s political sociology. Thirdly, the cen-
tral importance of power in Weber’s sociology as a whole and Weber’s
interest in German politics in particular (Mayer, 1944; Mommsen, 1984) has
often been associated with Nietzsche’s concern for the role of the will to
power in the shaping of human societies and human culture. Finally,
Weber’s ambiguous and critical relationship to religion, particularly the
ascetic sects of Christianity, has, as a number of commentators have sug-
gested, a direct relationship to Nietzsche’s critical attacks on conventional
religiosity in the nineteenth century (Schroeder, 1992). 
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These conventional commentaries on the relationship between Nietzsche
and Weber may however have missed some of the essential features of the
legacy of Nietzsche’s critical philosophy in Weber’s sociology. Nietzsche’s
philosophy grew out of a cultural critique of late nineteenth-century
German society within which a new mentality, the mentality of profes-
sional specialists, was beginning to dominate cultural debate and ascetic
appreciation. These cultural specialists were in Nietzsche’s view closely
associated with the dominance of Calvinistic theology and the expansion
of the new Prussian state. This dominance of the state specialist was part
of a long historical evolution of the relationship between church, state and
education in German society. Weber’s view of the professionalization of
the scientific vocation was part of this Nietzsche critique of state func-
tionaries. Returning to the ‘Protestant Ethic’ theme, Weber regarded these
Calvinistic men of vocations as carriers of an ethic of world mastery which
involved the domination of emotions and affectivity as merely irrational
passions which stood in the way of rational action. Their social lives were
controlled by a commitment to an ethic of mastery which subordinated
such sexual emotions in the interests of personal control. Alongside these
Protestant figures, Weber also placed the professional men of calling in
science and politics, whose social relations were organized by a commit-
ment to a rational plan in the interests of their personal achievement of
public status within the new regime. These religious callings, as we know,
drove these men beyond what was actually necessary for the satisfaction
of their everyday needs and wants. This personal drive was the irrational-
ity of economic rationality. This striving for world mastery did not lead
however to a satisfaction with the meaningfulness of everyday life, but
rather resulted in a continuing disenchantment with reality which drove
out moral significance from everyday life. Weber argued in his sociology of
civilizations that the peculiar danger of our period is characterized by
expanding rationalization which results ultimately in religious and moral
disenchantment. Weber explored various solutions to this dilemma,
including for example the ethic of responsibility, the development of new
forms of communitarian life, explorations with new patterns of eroticism,
a return to the arms of the Church, and a series of vocations in science
and politics. This search for a solution to personal disenchantment and
meaninglessness provided the central tensions and ambiguities of Weber’s
sociological perspective. Some aspects of the feminist critique of Weber
have dwelt on these issues of ethical heroism and world mastery in
Weber’s allegedly patriarchal view of power and values (Bologh, 1990). 

The core of Nietzsche’s social philosophy was an attachment to ‘the
little things’ of everyday life (Stauth and Turner, 1988). Nietzsche thought
that the values and practices of everyday life, which were centred on reci-
procity and emotion, were being transformed by the rationalistic cultures
of a technological civilization driven by industrial needs. For Nietzsche,
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religion and abstract philosophy were both misapprehensions and
distortions of the values of everyday social life. In the terminology of con-
temporary critical theory, the life-world was being destroyed and rendered
inauthentic by the new rationalist culture of the state as the values and
morals of the private world were colonized by the rationalistic culture of
the public arena. Nietzsche approached this problem of the inauthentica-
tion of the life-world via a discussion of the demise of Christian authority,
or more generally, religious authority in his famous slogan that ‘God is
dead’. By this shocking slogan, Nietzsche wanted to indicate that in con-
temporary society it is no longer possible to identify a moral principle that
will give a uniform, coherent and unquestioned authority to some general
pattern of life or society. Following Richard Rorty’s account of irony, we
can say Nietzsche’s vision of the death of God indicates that no ‘final
vocabulary’ for justifying belief is possible and hence we are all exposed to
the contingency of our own moral positions. In this ironist view, ‘there is
no such thing as a “natural” order of justification for beliefs or desires’
(Rorty, 1989: 83). Weber engaged with this debate through a commentary
on the polytheistic character of value conflicts in contemporary society. In
short, Nietzsche’s so-called ‘perspectivism’ became a part of Weber’s basic
epistemology of the social sciences. The ‘truths’ and empirical findings of
sociological research are always the result or product of particular frame-
works and methodologies. These partial results are always temporary and
contingent. Weber’s use of the ‘ideal type’ was based on the assumption
that knowledge is always a biased summary of many possible positions
and alternatives.

The End of Organized Marxism

In the 1970s the character of sociology, particularly within the European
universities, was shaped and driven by the historic relationship between
Marxism and Weber’s sociology. Weber’s sociology was seen to be a specific
response to the challenge of Marxism and Marxist sociology. For example,
Weber’s treatment of social stratification involving an analysis of status,
power and economic classes was often interpreted as a more appropriate
interpretation of the social structure of capitalist societies (Aron, 1963) than
Marx’s dichotomous analysis of class. Weber’s notion of social closure as a
strategy for the monopolistic control of resources was treated as a funda-
mental approach to class divisions alongside other fissures in society.
Weber’s concept of social closure provided a systemic bourgeois critique of
Marxist class theory (Parkin, 1979). In other areas, it can be argued that
Weber’s ontology of human beings provided a radical alternative to Marx’s
post-Feuerbachian account of the nature of human beings as constituted by
social practice (Löwith, 1993). Weber’s notion of human beings as creators
of meaning through practical action in the world provided an interesting
comparison with the varieties of Marxist humanism which have emerged
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from east European Marxism (Satterwhite, 1992). In addition, one can argue
that Weber’s comparative historical sociology (Kalberg, 1994), his macro
sociological theory (Collins, 1986a) and his sociology of power (Roth, 1987)
provide contemporary sociology with a systematic and general view of his-
tory and society which is deeper, richer and more systematic than the legacy
of Marx’s political economy. 

Clearly the debate between Marx and Weber is controversial and
incomplete (Antonio and Glassman, 1985; Weiss, 1986). The unintended
consequence of the controversy between Weber and Marx was that it pro-
vided an effective and clear method by which the very nature of sociology
could be defined. Sociology was an academic discipline which through the
intellectual interaction with Marxism produced a distinctive perspective
on the structure of industrial capitalist society, generated a clear view of
historical development, embraced a sociological approach to ontology and
had a philosophy of social science which provided the philosophical
framework for empirical social research. Weber’s social theory provided
contemporary sociology with a systematic approach to the construction of
social theory (Albrow, 1990), an all embracing vision of history (Kalberg,
1994), and a significant body of political theory (Mommsen, 1989). Finally,
Weber’s analysis of such notions as value neutrality, value relevance and
the fact-value distinction offered sociologists a valuable ethical framework
for the conduct of practical research; Weber’s account of value neutrality
has of course been the topic of much philosophical and political dispute
(Runciman, 1972).

The social and intellectual context of the debate between Marx and
Weber has of course been radically transformed by two significant social
changes in the 1980s and 1990s. The first has been the political collapse of
communism in eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, and the second is the
corrosive effect on modernism of the process of postmodernization. I shall
deal with the question of postmodernism towards the end of this introduc-
tory chapter and at this stage I am merely concerned to note the collapse of
the Marx–Weber debate as a consequence of the institutional catastrophe
which hit organized Marxism in the late 1980s. The collapse of organized
communism could be taken as some historical validation for Weber’s pes-
simistic view of the iron cage of capitalism, namely that an ethic of social-
ist solidarity could never triumph over the historical and ineluctable
processes of bureaucratization and rationalization. The Soviet Empire was
simply another instance of the processes of rationalization in everyday life,
which overcame the humanistic values of Marxism as a secular ethic of
brotherly love. Weber was fascinated by the social struggles in Russia
around 1905 and 1906 as the autocratic government of Tsar Nicholas II
tried to reach some compromise with the liberal reform movement. Weber
wrote a number of important articles on the provincial and district organ-
izations of local self-government (the zemstvos) which were the conduit for
demands for civil liberties. Weber believed that the prospects of significant
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liberalization in autocratic Russia were socially limited (Weber, 1995) and
Weber’s scepticism regarding the possibilities of a socialist transformation
of capitalism are well known, but the dramatic collapse of communism in
the 1980s was not anticipated in academic circles. However, if we accept
Weber’s critical attitudes towards centralized socialism, we should not for-
get his equally ambiguous views of the possibilities of liberal democracy
within capitalism. Weber was pessimistic about the possibilities of genuine
political participation and believed that the needs of leadership in a con-
temporary political environment required an authoritarian or plebiscitary
form of democracy. 

The collapse of organized communism has therefore put an end, for the
time being, to the historic debate between Marx and Weber. The demise of
Marxism has been associated as a result with new lines of interpretation
with regard to the significance of Weber’s sociology. The erosion of
Marxism has been associated with a new emphasis on Weber’s relationship
to Nietzsche and to the romantic critique of capitalism which had been
developed in Germany. Writers like George, Klages and Gundolf specifi-
cally adopted a Nietzschean critique of modern rational culture, rejecting
the standardization of social and cultural reality. Only a new breed or a
new creation of men could overcome this cultural debasement, because the
rational intellect threatened to destroy the soul and the body. Weber
admired much of the visionary poetry of Stefan George but rejected his
romanticism as inadequate for the tasks of contemporary society. These
romantic criticisms of industrial capitalism did, however, exercise a covert
and indirect influence on the rise and development of early forms of critical
theory in Germany.

Before the collapse of organized communism, there had of course been
growing disillusionment with and alienation from Marxism as a social
movement and with the communist regimes of eastern Europe. Many lead-
ing Marxist theorists of the post-war period who attempted to transform
Marxist theory subsequently turned to alternative paradigms such as post-
modernism. The intellectuals who were associated with the journal Socialisme
ou Barbarie in France are typical of this situation. For example, J.-F. Lyotard
(1988: 63) has complained that behind the facade of the workers’ movement
‘unions contributed to regulating the exploitation of the labour force; the
party served to modulate the alienation of consciousnesses; socialism was a
totalitarian regime; and Marxism was no longer anything but a screen of
words thrown over real différends’. From within sociology, one might argue
that the same anxieties about centralized socialism also drove Weber to a
clear appreciation of the dangers of Russian socialism.

With the collapse of communism, there has been a theoretical tendency
to resurrect the debate about modernization as an alternative to more tra-
ditional contrasts between capitalism and socialism. The view of Weber as
a major analyst of capitalism, alongside Marx, Veblen, Schumpeter, and
Spencer, has given way to an interpretation of Weber as the primary
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theorist of rational modernity and modernization. In the 1960s and 1970s
Marxist sociologists condemned concepts like modernity and moderniza-
tion as false concepts within functionalism which really meant western-
ization. In the 1980s and 1990s there has been a revival of concepts of
modernity and modernization. Anthony Giddens (1994: 68–9) has recently
moved away from an interpretation of Weber as a theorist of capitalism to
a theorist of modernity. Thus he asks rhetorically ‘What is Weber’s discus-
sion of the Protestant Ethic if not an analysis of the obsessional nature of
modernity?’ We might note also that Marx has been restored as an inter-
preter of modern culture by writers like Marshall Berman in his All That is
Solid Melts into Air (1983). Also Derek Sayer in his Capitalism and Modernity
(1991) regards both Marx and Weber as developing a theory of modernity
within which capitalism is simply a specific instance. Sociological debate
therefore has swung away from the analysis of the structures of capitalism
to an interpretation of culture in modernization and postmodernism. As a
result the concept of culture has replaced much of the original debate
about ideology and structure within the sociological canon. Because Weber
devoted much of his intellectual endeavour to the analysis of cultural soci-
ology, we may expect that Weberian notions will play a significant part in
the contemporary interest in cultural themes. 

Reading Weber

This debate between the legacy of Marx and Weber gave rise to a number
of more specific, and possibly more interesting, questions about whether it
is possible to discover a coherent organizing theme or principle in the
work of Weber which would integrate his rather diverse collection of pub-
lications into a systematic whole. This search for a principle of thematic
unity in Weberian sociology is also associated with the dispute regarding
the validity of the view of Weber as the founding father of contemporary
sociology. The quest for an organizing theme in Weber has been compli-
cated by the peculiarities with which Weber’s work has actually been pub-
lished and translated. Weber’s academic career was of course disrupted by
his severe illness which, from the winter of 1898, prevented Weber con-
ducting serious research. Various explanations of this crisis have been
offered, such as the conflict between the parental values, sexual repression
and the failure to achieve a successful political career (Collins, 1986b).
Much of Weber’s work subsequently, such as the ‘Protestant Ethic thesis’,
was published as separate and discreet essays. As a result, much of
Weber’s work was posthumously published by his wife Marianne Weber.
For example, the monumental Economy and Society (1978) was posthu-
mously published by his wife in an attempt to present Weber’s work as a
systemic outline of interpretive sociology. His General Economic History
(Weber, 1981) was assembled from students’ notes relating to Weber’s final
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lectures. Many of his publications such as The Agrarian Sociology of Ancient
Civilizations (Weber, 1976) were in fact collections of articles which had
been published separately. Weber’s work is clearly large, complex and
diverse (Käsler, 1988). The complexity of the publishing history of Weber’s
legacy has provided an ideal and fertile breeding ground for a variety of
interpretations of Weber’s work.

Much of the debate was centred around the notion of rationalization in
Weber’s sociology. By rationalization, Weber referred to a set of inter-
related social processes by which the modern world had been systemati-
cally transformed. In this perspective, the rise of capitalist society can be
taken as simply an illustration of this general pattern of rationalization. As
a social process rationalization includes the systematic application of scien-
tific reason to the everyday world and the intellectualization of routine
activities through the application of systematic knowledge to practice.
Rationalization in everyday life was also associated with the disenchant-
ment of reality, that is the secularization of values and attitudes. In institu-
tional terms, this process involved the decline of the authority of the
Church and the erosion of the status of the clergy. In religious terms ratio-
nalization involved the development of an intellectual stratum of theolo-
gians who produced religious thought as a systematic statement about
reality. In legal terms, rationalization involved the decline and erosion of
ad hoc legal decision making based upon arbitrary processes and the cre-
ation of a deductive legal system following universalistic laws. Within the
political sphere, rationalization was associated with the decline and dis-
appearance of traditional norms of legitimization, such as the dependence
upon charismatic leadership. In social terms generally, rationalization was
constituted by the spread of bureaucratic control, the establishment of
modern systems of surveillance, the dependence on the nation state as a
controlling agency and the rise of new forms of administration. Rational-
ization as a master theme in Weber’s sociology has therefore often been
compared with the theme of alienation and reification in the work of Marx
(Löwith, 1993). The rationalization theme has dominated much contempo-
rary Weberian scholarship (Scaff, 1989; Sica, 1988; Whimster and Lash,
1987). However the argument that rationalization is the key to Max Weber’s
sociology is most closely associated with the work of Frederich Tenbruck
(1975; 1980). It is the debate with Tenbruck which has established the con-
tours of recent Weber scholarship. 

Tenbruck’s famous essay on ‘The problem of thematic unity in the
works of Max Weber’ has two principal dimensions. The first is to question
Marianne Weber’s description of Economy and Society as Weber’s principal
work (Hauptwerk) and secondly to identify and express the underlying
anthropological dimension of Weber’s sociology, namely his account of
humans as ‘cultural beings’. For Tenbruck, there is no particular key to
the interpretation of Economy and Society, precisely because that text is a
conglomerate of disparate elements which do not constitute a recognizable
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major work. Tenbruck by contrast draws our attention to the central role of
the Economic Ethic of World Religions, namely Weber’s interest in the soci-
ology of religion with respect to the rationalization process. For Tenbruck,
the essays on the Economic Ethic of World Religions are the principal con-
solidation and elaboration of the arguments begun first in the essays on the
‘Protestant Ethic thesis’. The ‘Protestant Ethic’ was merely a component
therefore of the central analysis of religion and economics which occupied
the Gesammelte Aufsätze zur Religions soziologie (Weber, 1921). In addition,
Tenbruck draws our attention to the special importance of the ‘Author’s
introduction’ (Vorbemerkung) to the sociology of religion as a whole which
was included by Parsons in his translation of The Protestant Ethic and the
Spirit of Capitalism. Weber also wrote an additional introduction in 1913
which was published in 1915 with the title ‘Intermediate reflections’
(Zwischenbetrachtung) which was conceived after the ‘Author’s introduc-
tion’ was already in print. The Zwischenbetrachtung was translated by Gerth
and Mills in From Max Weber (Gerth and Mills, 1961: 323–62) as ‘religious
rejections of the world and their directions’. Tenbruck’s argument is there-
fore that the analysis of the Economic Ethic of World Religions dominated
Weber’s intellectual activities from around 1904 to 1920. Because his publi-
cations on religion occupied this creative period of Weber’s life, we should
regard these texts on religion and economics as his principal work rather
than Economy and Society.

Tenbruck then argues that the thematic unity of these sociology of
religion texts is the way in which religious orientations towards the world
did or did not lead to an ethic of world mastery, that is to a process of ratio-
nalization. In the principal essays of his sociology of religion, that is in the
‘Introduction’, the ‘Intermediate reflections’ and the ‘Author’s introduc-
tion’, Weber came to a universalistic and historical conceptualization of
these rationalization processes. It was these dominant world religious
views which generated different patterns of rationalism and rationaliza-
tion in the modern world. This development is completely compatible
with Weber’s interpretative sociology because it was these meaning sys-
tems within religion that generated specific world views that acted as the
motivations for action. In particular, it was the problem of theodicy which
generated this drive towards world mastery. This interpretation also falls
in line with the idea of fatefulness of world images because it was the irra-
tional quest for salvation which generated a rational solution to being in
the world. This question of religion and salvation also produced Weber’s
anthropology of the rules which govern the practical conduct of life
(Lebensführung). In this anthropology of conduct, Weber distinguished
between a theodicy of good fortune (Glück) and a theodicy of suffering
(Leid). In coming to terms with fortune and suffering, human beings extend
their conception of their personal experience beyond the everyday material
world. It is these experiences of fortune and suffering which destroy the
rational or purposive categories of pragmatic orientation to reality.
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However it was only within the monotheistic salvational religions that the
rationalization of the question of theodicy reached its ultimate fruition.
The development of the concept of a universalistic God who organized
reality around a quest for personal salvation developed into an intellectual
theodicy of reality as such. In short it was the legacy of the Judaeo-
Christian world, which included the notions of ethical prophecy and
monotheism, which was crucial to the development of a radical solution to
the question of theodicy in forms of intellectualized soteriology. For exam-
ple, the intellectual rationalism of the Protestant churches was critical in
pushing European civilization towards a pattern of personal salvation or
life regulation.

Tenbruck has provided a radical reinterpretation of Weber’s legacy, in
particular by raising the problem of ‘the world’ as a concept in sociology
to its proper place (Turner, 1992a). Secondly, he has demonstrated the
importance of the concept of theodicy to Weber’s cultural sociology gener-
ally. Thirdly, Tenbruck has identified the anthropological underpinnings of
Weber’s sociology. Many of these issues have been taken up and further
elaborated by Wilhelm Hennis in his important study of Weber in his
essays in reconstruction (1988). For Hennis the central question in Weber’s
sociology is to do with the issues of personality and life-orders. Hennis
rejects the idea of rationalism and rationalization as central questions for
Weber and argues instead that it was the development of Menschentum
which was the central question of Weber’s sociology, namely how certain
cultural developments produced a particular type of personality and a
particular rational conduct of life (Lebenführung) particularly in the idea of
‘calling’ as part of the constitutive question of modern culture. In more pre-
cise terms, Weber’s sociology is concerned with the historical origins of life
regulation as a rational conduct of life in the development of modern voca-
tions in the social world. Weber’s analysis of the Protestant ascetic organ-
ization of life is therefore simply one dimension of this analysis of
Lebenführung or the study of the characterological effects of particular
kinds of piety. The rationalization theme to which Weber draws attention
in the ‘Protestant Ethic thesis’ was a particular transformation of patterns
of discipline and methodology relevant to particular forms of economic life
regulation. In this context we can understand the world religions as sys-
tems of life regulation producing different personality types and different
life-orders. Weber’s concern with capitalism was not so much to under-
stand its economic structure and functions but to understand how a capi-
talist civilization would influence and transform personality, namely what
sort of people would a capitalist regulation of life produce. By ‘personal-
ity’ Weber did not have in mind what we would understand within an
empirical social psychology, but rather what kind of ontological reality
would be produced by different life-orders, that is, Weber asks the ques-
tion from the standpoint of German cultural values.
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Weber and Classical Sociology

Part of the motivation behind the work of Tenbruck, Hennis and Tribe
(Tribe, 1989) is to re-establish Weber as a figure in the tradition of classical
political philosophy who was concerned to understand the political order
of society as the foundation of ethics and ontology. These issues, parti-
cularly as they impinge upon questions of liberalism and democracy, have
dominated much of the philosophical debate about the implications of
Weber’s work in contemporary Germany (Gneuss and Kocka, 1988). The
cultural and political context of this debate has often been generated by a
critical rejection of American sociology and the American reception of
Weber. This critical view of American sociology has been specifically
directed against Talcott Parsons’s interpretation of Weber as one of the
founding fathers of the sociology of action. Hennis has been fairly explicit
in his view of Weber as contributing to a German tradition of political and
philosophical enquiry. First of all ‘Weber was a German thinker, from the
land of “Dr Faustus”’ (Hennis, 1988: 195). It is in the novels of Thomas
Mann that we are able to understand the intellectual world of Weber.
Secondly, the misunderstanding of the ‘Weber thesis’ which is so common
among followers of Parsons, ‘no longer happens among German scholars’
(Hennis, 1988: 26). For Hennis, Weber’s central question was about the eth-
ical character of human existence and therefore sociologists like Gordon
Marshall (1982) are mistaken in continuing to debate the origins of capital-
ism as the central issue of Weber’s sociology. These remarks seem less than
generous to Parsons, since it was Parsons in The Structure of Social Action
(Parsons, 1937) who did much to introduce the work of Weber to an
American audience, and it was Parsons who was responsible for translating
The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (Weber, 1930) and who drew
attention to the importance of the sociology of religion in his introductory
essay to Weber’s The Sociology of Religion (Weber, 1966). Parsons was, given
his own interest in religion and ethics, perfectly aware of the central impor-
tance of the concept of theodicy in Weber’s historical sociology. 

One might also question the originality of Tenbruck and Hennis in
recent approaches to Weber’s anthropology. Much of the recent debate
about Weber in fact reproduces the Heideggerian interpretation of Weber
by Karl Löwith whose article on Weber and Marx first appeared in Archiv
für Sozialwissenschaft und Sozialpolitik in 1932, and was subsequently trans-
lated into English in 1982 as Max Weber and Karl Marx (Löwith, 1993).
Löwith sought to demonstrate that, regardless of the very important dif-
ferences between Marx and Weber, their sociological perspectives were
joined by a common philosophical anthropology. That is, they shared a
basic interest in the ontological problem of human beings in bourgeois cap-
italism. From the perspective of this ontology, both Weber and Marx saw
capitalism as a destructive economic system, but one which also opened
up new possibilities through the transformation of traditional systems.
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Weber’s sociology was driven by a concern for ‘human dignity’, but Weber
was basically pessimistic about the outcome of capitalism which was fateful
in the sense of producing an iron cage within which human beings were
trapped. Löwith’s interpretation of Weber developed from a philosophical
indebtedness to the work of Martin Heidegger (1962). Since human beings
live in a condition of existential homelessness (Heimatlosigkeit), Heidegger
(1977) developed a profound critique of the technological conditions of
capitalist society, which result in profound alienation. Löwith was also able
to appreciate the importance of Nietzsche’s critique of conventional meta-
physics as the background to Heidegger’s approach to everyday reality.
Nietzsche’s rejection of traditional religion as a viable orientation to the
lifeworld was the background to Heidegger’s critique of metaphysics.
Weber’s anxieties about the problem of cultural slavery in the modern
bureaucratic machine were partly generated by Nietzsche’s analysis of the
problem of modern existence in terms of the death of God. 

Löwith’s social philosophy was grounded in the view that the decisive
characteristic of western culture is to be located in the divorce between the
classical view of the world in which there was no real history but merely
the harmonious repetition of the same and the Christian world-view in
which the birth of Christ created a revolutionary teleological framework
for reality. History was now meaningful in terms of the revelation of grace
through the advent of Christ, the lives of the saints, and the creation of the
Church leading towards a Second Coming (Löwith, 1966; 1970). In a simi-
lar fashion, Weber recognized that the problem of theodicy in Christian
theology drove the Protestant Reformers to a new perception of history as
catastrophic. These philosophical views about the meaning of history
within a Christian framework have been replaced in a secular epoch by the
idea that history has no meaning and that we are living in a post-historical
period (Niethammer, 1992).

We can see in the recent interpretation of Weber’s sociology a common
theme, namely the profoundly ethical character of Weber’s social theory
and its underpinning in a particular anthropology of personality and life-
orders. Both Tenbruck and Löwith share this interest in the religious theme
within Weber’s life and work, particularly the focus on questions relating
to theodicy. Hennis (1988: 24) is wrong, in my view, to suggest that Löwith,
because of the analysis of the relationship of Weber to Marx, was fascinated
by the problem of rationality and thereby missed the underlying signifi-
cance of this question in Weber’s sociology. On the contrary, Löwith recog-
nized that the rationalization theme was a product of the existential
question of meaning in Weber’s sociological framework. 

Weber and Postmodernity

We have noted that in the last twenty years there has been a continuing and
growing fascination with the sociological work of Weber. How might we

18 Classical Sociology



explain this fascination and what is the relevance of Weber’s work for
contemporary cultural and social problems? A number of sociologists of
course want to claim that because of some profound transformation of soci-
ety in recent times that the work of writers like Weber is no longer relevant
as a framework for understanding the conditions under which we now live.
In particular, Anthony Giddens in The Consequences of Modernity (1990) and
Ulrich Beck in Risk Society (1992) have argued that we must go beyond
Weberian sociology to grasp the essential features of modern societies. We
might say therefore that contemporary sociology is confronted with two
principal issues, namely whether society has gone through a radical trans-
formation which has altered its very character and whether we need an
entirely new theoretical framework to understand these transformations.
Both Beck and Giddens are attempting to propose that we do live within an
entirely transformed social reality which requires a new theoretical para-
digm. Because high modernity in Giddens’s terms and risk society in Beck’s
sociology present us with new conditions, we also need to develop new
theories for analysing these societies. This new reality is described in terms
of the theory of reflexive modernization in Beck, Giddens and Lash (1994)
which is presented as an alternative to the idea of postmodernization. In
this concluding commentary, I wish to challenge Beck and Giddens, parti-
cularly in their interpretation of Weber and defend the idea of postmodern-
ization as a real process in contemporary society. Finally, I argue that
Weber’s sociology is to some extent compatible with postmodernization
because of his dependence on Nietzsche’s perspectivism.

In The Consequences of Modernity, Giddens argued that Weber equated
‘society’ with the ‘nation state’, had no understanding of the processes of
globalization and failed to address the issue of reflexive modernity as the
real focus of sociology. Thus classical Weberian social theory is too uni-
dimensional to offer us a relevant and informative perspective on our con-
dition. From my perspective, Giddens’s position can be questioned by
considering Weber’s account of personality. Thus Giddens’s recent interest
in the self in Modernity and Self Identity (Giddens, 1991) and sexuality in The
Transformation of Intimacy (Giddens, 1992) is not far removed from Weber’s
focus on personality and life orders. Giddens’s argument is that self-
reflexivity and in particular the notion of the self as a project is a specific
feature of high modernity and the outcome of a process of detraditionali-
zation. As we have seen, Weber believed that personality was indeed a pro-
ject, the outcome of a self-conscious system of discipline and creativity.
Indeed, for Weber personality was that rational project of the person or self
which distinguished human beings from the non-human world. In Weber’s
terms personality was not a fact about human beings but something which
was produced by culture through a system of lifelong education. Weber
thus elaborated the idea of individuality and personality through a con-
cept of singularity. This idea of the rational project and the self was part of
a German tradition which emphasized the idea of individuality and
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individual singularity, particularly amongst the cultured middle class
(Bildungsbürgertum), as a feature of the debate about the relationship
between culture and civilization. Within this tradition personality was the
outcome of culture in a struggle against civilization, that is against a mate-
rialistic culture which was thought to be typical of the Anglo-Saxon world,
especially English materialism. Personality for Weber was thus a calling or
vocation whereby a singular individual imposed on him or herself the dis-
ciplines and rationality which were necessary to produce a self as an effect
of educational training. This aspect of Weber’s sociology has been analysed
by Harvey Goldman in his Politics, Death and the Devil. Self and power in Max
Weber and Thomas Mann (1992). Weber’s principal concern was that per-
sonality within this tradition would be undermined by the growth of
scientific rationalization, the growth of the nation state and the bureau-
cratic domination of the everyday world. Weber’s sociological perspective
was concerned to understand the cultivation of the self against the con-
straints of a rational secular order. This anticipated at least some of the cur-
rent debate about reflexivity, the self, emotionality and the collapse of
traditional paradigms of the self. Weber’s analysis of personality, particu-
larly in his study of Protestant spirituality influenced a variety of twentieth-
century social theorists in their approach to the nature of the modern self.
Of particular significance in this group of writers who are influenced by
Weber was Benjamin Nelson, whose On the Roads to Modernity (Nelson,
1981) is a major historical study of the evolution of the idea of conscience
in western cultures, specifically within Weber’s historical sociological par-
adigm. Nelson’s task was no less than a history of the self and civilization. 

The point of this commentary is basically to indicate that Giddens’s
analysis of the reflexive self is not necessarily an original contribution to
sociology since there are a number of well-known traditions in classical
sociology by which the self can be approached and understood as a reflex-
ive and rational project of modernity. The consequence of this critical
argument is to claim that there is no automatic justification for abandoning
or rejecting traditional sociology as a paradigm since there are well-known
traditions by which the idea of reflexive modernity including the reflexive
self could be understood. If it is possible to defend Weber’s sociology
against Giddens, can we defend Weber against current postmodern the-
ory? In discussing postmodernization it is useful to distinguish between
postmodernism as a theory of modern society and postmodernization as a
social process. Postmodern theory plays upon the importance of irony,
simulation, self-referential writing styles, randomness and depthless read-
ing of texts. Postmodern theory is fascinated by the artificial and the facile.
Postmodernism rejects the traditional authority of intellectuals, and mixes
and combines both high and low culture. It is in this sense a special form
of cultural reflexivity about the complexities of modern popular life-styles
(Turner, 1990). By postmodernity I am referring to the social condition of
modern societies which are experiencing a process of postmodernization.
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Social postmodernity involves cultural differentiation, fragmentation and
complexity, the demise of the authority of high culture and elite traditions.
The growth of ethnic multiculturalism and cultural diversity as a conse-
quence of the processes of globalization, particularly tourism and a global
labour market and the prevalence and dominance of certain stylistic
devices in culture which use simulation, parody and irony as argumenta-
tive styles or rhetoric. This process of postmodernization produces the sub-
jective experience of the artificial and the constructed nature of social and
cultural phenomena. In terms of life-style, postmodernization of the life-
course involves the disappearance of single career patterns, the emergence
of fragmented life-styles, the erosion of traditional patterns of employment
and retirement, and the breakup of traditional household structures into
more fragmented and diversified forms. The essential argument of post-
modernism has been summarized most neatly by Lyotard (1984), namely
that the postmodern condition involves scepticism towards grand narra-
tives. The grand narratives of democracy, liberalism, the nation state
and religion are specific illustrations. Contemporary societies character-
ized by the notion that our commitments are contingent and our beliefs
only temporary. 

Nietzsche has been one of the most influential philosophers in the
development of postmodern theory because it was from Nietzsche’s phi-
losophy that the whole problem of perspectivism in the slogan that ‘God is
dead’ has been derived. Nietzsche’s influence on postmodern philosophy
comes to us via Heidegger and more recently from Richard Rorty (1989). It
should now be fairly obvious that Weber’s perspectivism is in many
respects highly compatible with the current postmodern mood. Weber was
clearly influenced by Nietzsche’s analysis of the polytheistic struggle of
values in modern society and Weber’s philosophy of social sciences clearly
committed to the idea that facts are always observed from a particular per-
spective and cannot be theory neutral. Weber was in fact profoundly
ambiguous about the nature of rationality and modernity, being specifi-
cally conscious of the irrational drive behind the growth of rational values. 

However it would be a mistake to regard Weber as an ironist in Rorty’s
terms. I have elsewhere (Turner, 1992b: 18) suggested that Weber departed
from Nietzsche on at least three grounds. While Weber feared and
deplored the growth of polytheistic values, Nietzsche celebrated this diver-
sity as a necessary framework for undermining monotheistic values and
moralities. For Nietzsche, polytheism was a necessary condition for indi-
viduality. Secondly, Weber’s highly rationalistic analysis of the ethic of
responsibility would have been rejected by Nietzsche as a form of resent-
ment, namely as Socratism. Finally Nietzsche rejected the fatalism and
nihilism of Schopenhauer, and embraced the idea of the revaluation of val-
ues as an escape from the negativity of our period. Obviously, Weber lacked
the playfulness and ironic self reflexivity which we find characteristically
in postmodernism (Rojek and Turner, 1993). Weber’s tragic view of reality
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as a fateful order is ultimately incompatible with the sense of ironic parody
which pervades postmodern analysis. Weber would have rejected or have
been bemused by the argumentative style of postmodern theory. However,
Weber’s sociological attempt to come to terms with the very ambiguities of
modern culture, the uncertainties and conflicts of contemporary political
life and the erosion and secularization of religious traditions provide us
with one of the greatest insights into the problematic condition of the
twentieth century. 

There is another issue which separates Weber’s sociology from the
moral and aesthetic mood of postmodernism, which is the question of
otherness and difference. Modernization, as Weber recognized, involved
standardization and normalization; it precluded any sensitivity to and
empathy for personal and social difference. Postmodernism follows liberal-
ism in its responsibility towards otherness, but whereas liberalism tolerates
individual differences, postmodernism celebrates, fosters and encourages
difference. Weber’s tough-minded realism with regard to the inevitable
domination of rationalization as a process appears to be far removed from
the elevation of concern and care as foundations of postmodern moral ori-
entations. Thus, while Weber’s analysis of the iron cage of rational capital-
ism has a relationship to Foucault’s account of panoptic disciplines,
Foucault went further to discover that ‘our very conceptions of subjectivity
are themselves already deepstructured by processes of power. And these
processes are inextricably related to the generation of knowledge in the
human sciences’ (White, 1991: 120). The idea that a vocation in science could
be a morally adequate response to a secular and pluralistic society would
be foreign to postmodern ethics which turns to concepts such as sublime
rather than reason as an approach to authenticity (Lyotard, 1989).

In this chapter I have noted a number of major changes in the way in
which Weber’s sociology is received in contemporary social theory. There
has been a growing recognition of the importance of Nietzsche for Weber’s
cultural critique of capitalism, his interest in the growth of discipline and
new forms of personality, and in his concern for the relationship between
power and knowledge. Secondly, there has been an increasing concern for
Weber’s contribution to cultural sociology in which Weber’s analysis of
values and meaning is assimilated to an epistemology driven by literary
theory. Thirdly, there has been correspondingly a declining interest in
Weber’s sociology of industrial capitalism, his comparative sociology of
industrial societies and his political sociology of the modern state. Fourthly
and as a consequence of these tendencies, the contemporary interest in
Weber centres on the contrast between traditionalism and modernity, and
as a consequence there is an emerging debate about Weber’s relationship
to postmodern social theory and postmodern society. Fifthly, there has been
a debate about Weber’s relationship to the classical tradition of sociology,
namely to the works of Marx and Durkheim. Writers like Beck, Giddens
and Lash have, in their recent work, turned away from any overt concern
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the question of postmodernization to a focus on reflexive modernization.
In this particular approach to Weber, there has been a concern to under-
mine the notion that Weber has anything particularly important or inter-
esting to say about the contemporary world which has been transformed
by various processes of globalization.

The idea that Weber’s sociology was shaped by a number of signifi-
cantly ethical concerns is a welcome development in the analysis of the
history of sociology. Clearly Weber’s sociology engaged with the problems
of a post-Christian reality in which many traditional assumptions about
the meaning of life and the significance of the sacred have been challenged
by the processes of secularization, industrialization and, in Weber’s terms,
rationalization. Weber’s sociology of religion, while significantly different
from Durkheim’s contribution to the understanding of the sacred in many
respects, nevertheless addressed the problem of the elementary forms of
religion in a post-Christian environment. Whereas Durkheim was con-
cerned with the problem of the conditions of social solidarity in a post-
religious order, Weber addressed the question of meaning in a world which
was disenchanted. As both Löwith and Hennis have noted, Weber was
concerned to understand the condition of human beings in an alienated
environment where the old certanties of faith had been challenged by sec-
ularization. Löwith’s introduction of a strongly Heideggerian theme pre-
sented a strikingly original interpretation of the underlying anthropology
of Weber’s sociology.

Reinterpreting Weber and Modern Sociology

This recovery of the significance of Nietzsche and ethical issues in Weber
has meant that Weberian sociology can engage significantly with questions
of secularization and postmodernization in contemporary social theory.
Weber’s perspectivism, his concern for the legacy of Nietzsche, his over-
whelming convinction about the provisional nature of social inquiry and
his anxiety with respect to the limitations of rationality and reason are all
themes which have entered directly into the postmodern debate. This
evolving paradigm of ethical interpretation has transformed conventional
understanding of Weber as the theorist of the fact-value dichotomy.
Weber’s sociology was ethically engaged with the primary concerns of his
time, was sensitive to major theological and moral debates, was driven by
a tragic vision of the human condition and was underpinned by a pro-
foundly committed view of the problems of German politics. 

While these new developments in Weber interpretations are significant,
they nevertheless both exaggerate certain features of Weber’s work and
understate many important dimensions of his empirical sociology. Against
current cultural and ethical interpretation of Weber’s sociology, we might
start by asking ourselves the question: what are the criteria or conditions
which make for the continuity and maintenance of a significant social
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theory? The successful accumulation of social theory requires an explicit
commitment to articulating and developing a set of fundamental concepts
and categories by which the nature of the social can be explained. There
has to be an overt reflexive commitment to building up theory as an accu-
mulative exercise with the goal of generating a paradigm of some explana-
tory force. It requires a grounding in a basic research programme of some
scope and significance. It requires a public goal or arena within which
theoretical concepts and research can engage with contemporary political,
or more generally public problems. Finally it requires a strong institutional
environment including the existence of journals and associations by which
these theories can be developed and elaborated. In presenting this argu-
ment I am suggesting that via the sociology of knowledge, we know that a
successful social theory needs an institutional climate which can foster and
enhance social theory but we also have a philosophical set of concerns
about the coherence, significance and empirical relevance of social theory. 

To some extent Weber’s sociology fits rather well within these criteria.
For example, although Weber’s work was published often posthumously
by his wife, Weber did have access to both journals, institutions and asso-
ciations by which his work could come to public attention, and in recent
years there has been significant institutional support for, for example, pub-
lishing the entire works of Weber. Unlike his contemporary Georg Simmel,
Weber’s academic status was not held back by anti-Semitism or other
forms of prejudice or exclusion. However the essence of this conclusion is
that Weber’s sociology remains of interest to sociologists precisely because
it provides us with an ariticulate framework of concepts and theories, a
project which is grounded in a research agenda, and a sociology which is
relevant to and engaged with contemporary political issues. 

Recent interpretations of Weber by, in particular, Hennis and Tribe have
understated the richness of Weber’s contribution to concept formation in
sociology (Albrow, 1990; McKinney, 1966; Sica, 1988). We have seen that the
study of social conditions and certain types of personality and their rele-
vant social orders were indeed a central theme of Weber’s ethical and soci-
ological concerns. Weber sought to understand the nature of the times in
which we live, namely the conditions and dimensions of modernity. This
attempt to understand the nature of modernity involved Weber in a series
of interconnected research programmes of which the sociology of religion
was certainly dominant. However, in his attempt to understand the unique
conditions under which we live and the problem of meaning in a disen-
chanted society, he ultimately condemned the negative consequences of
the spirit of capitalism. Essential to his sociological paradigm was a historic
investigation about the nature of rational life. Within his sociology of law
Weber engaged in a variety of significant debates such as the Critique of
Stammler (Weber, 1977) which have been neglected in recent discussions.
Although Weber was clearly concerned with the economic ethics of the
world religions which he pursued through a variety of comparative studies,
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Weber was also significantly involved in the understanding of economic
history (Weber, 1981). 

Weber also engaged in wide-ranging debates about economics and
economic institutions (Weber, 1981) but he was also interested in the philo-
sophical and methodological problems of historical economics in his
debate with Roscher and Knies (Weber, 1975). It is obvious that recent
interpretations of Weber have down-played his substantive interests in
law, economics and history but of central importance to Weber was the his-
torical and sociological understandings of the conditions by which liberal
politics could operate and within which therefore individuality could
flourish and develop. Weber’s concern with what we might call ‘ethical
personality’ was thus combined with a profoundly empirical concern with
practical day-to-day politics. This concern for the conditions of liberalism
underpins his entire political sociology, his comparative study of German,
American and British political institutions, and his comparative concern
with the understanding of authoritarianism (Turner, 1994). The practical
orientation of Weber’s political sociology was to understand the peculiar
problems of German political leadership within an imperial context where
the Anglo-Saxon cultures of North America and Great Britain dominated
colonial policies and politics. Weber sought to understand the problem of
German leadership against a background of class structures and politics
which were dominated by the Junker class and which constrained or pro-
hibited more liberal forms of politics. The political failure of the 1848
revolution in Germany, the underdevelopment of socialism and working-
class institutions, the legacy of Bismarck’s centralized bureaucracy and the
dominance of the Prussian state were social conditions which precluded
the growth of laissez-faire industrial capitalism and the evolution of a lib-
eral middle class capable of exercising significant political leadership.
These general social issues lay behind his analysis of the Russian revolu-
tions (Weber, 1995). Weber believed that the promising start of liberalism
in Russia between 1905 and 1906 had collapsed by 1917 into a ‘pseudo-
democracy’. Weber was concerned to understand the social conditions
under which effective political leadership could be achieved in order to
secure his particular vision of liberalism against bureacracy and the state
with the ethical objective of sustaining individuality and individualism
within a rationalized world.

Weber’s version of liberalism was not a cosy middle-class notion of
pluralism and free speech. Rather Weber’s understanding of politics was
based upon an acceptance of the inevitability of political struggle and,
where necessary, violence. Weber’s concept of politics was driven by an
acceptance of Nietzsche which often assumed almost Darwinistic charac-
teristics. For example, Weber’s concerns about East Germany in terms
of Polish migrant settlement was bound up with his commitment to estab-
lishing Germany as a dominant political culture and state. The ethical
concerns which underlay Weber’s interest and individualism were within

The Central Themes of Sociology 25



the broader context of unacceptance of violence as a method of political
action. Indeed we could say that two central sociological questions lay
behind Weber’s research programme, namely who owns the means of
(physical) violence, particularly military violence, and who controls the
means of symbolic violence especially ecclesiastical or sacred institutions?
These two critical questions in Weber’s sociology, which derive signifi-
cantly from both Marx and Nietzsche, are crucial in understanding
Weber’s substantive sociology, such as the sociology of law, which
addressed the problem of how these orders of violence were held together
by systems of normative legitimation. The fragmentation of modern cul-
tures presents a significant difficulty for the functioning of these orders of
regulation and control. Putting this in rather different terms we could say
that Weber was interested in the interaction between the market (economic
institutions), the state (political institutions) and the symbolic order (reli-
gious institutions), and these institutional relations were expressed
through a fundamental dichotomy between rationalized bureaucracy and
the individual capacity for action on the part of charismatic leaders. Weber
was thus overwhelmingly concerned with the ethical dilemmas of leader-
ship and power against a realistic acceptance of the necessity for both vio-
lence and legitimacy in any human society. This set of foundational
questions concerning politics and religion was also an important feature of
Weber’s concern with the impact of technology on human societies, par-
ticularly military technology, and it was with the military implications of
technology whether in feudal or in capitalist times that Weber’s tragic
vision of history found a poignant expression. It seems appropriate there-
fore to conclude this discussion with a somewhat lengthy quotation from
Weber’s essay on ‘Russia’s transition to pseudo-constitutionalism’ from
the recently translated collection of essays on the Russian revolutions
(Weber, 1995: 231).

It is a continuous, unrelenting struggle, with wild deeds of murder and mer-
ciless acts of tyranny in such numbers that even these horrors finally become
accepted as normal. Modern revolution is like modern warfare, which,
robbed of the romantic aura of knightly contest of days gone by, represents
itself as a mechanical process caught between the instrumentalized products
of the intellectual labour of laboratories and workshops, on the one hand,
and the icy power of money on the other, but at the same time actually is a
terrible, unending test of nerve both for the leaders and for the hundreds of
thousands of the led.

Contemporary culturalist interpretations of Weber should not forget his
demonic vision of human history as an endless series of struggles for
dominance, the unintended consequences of which can have fateful conse-
quences for both leaders and led. The modern world with its instrumen-
talized products of intellectual labour can often create an iron cage of tragic
proportions within which the scope for individual action is clearly limited. 
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CHAPTER 2

MAX WEBER�S RECEPTION INTO
CLASSICAL SOCIOLOGY

The principal argument of this chapter is that Max Weber (1864–1920),
despite his towering reputation in the second half of this century, was
strangely neglected, especially in the English-speaking academic world,
until the 1950s. Although Weber is now recognized as a founder of modern
sociology, he did not, unlike Emile Durkheim (1858–1917), have a clear
self-conception of himself as a ‘sociologist’ and he had no intention cer-
tainly of founding a school (Löwith, 1939; Wilbrandt, 1928). Trained as a
jurist with an early interest in the historical development of the legal
framework of economics, Weber’s wide academic and political interests
did not sit neatly within a narrow academic discipline. Despite these reser-
vations, the uneven and late reception of Weber’s sociology is a topic
which is worthy of comment and discussion. 

Within Germany itself, the discussion of Weber’s work was limited to
various commentaries on his methodological notions (especially the ideal
type and the method of verstehen) and the negative ethical implications of
his (alleged) relativism (Lassman and Velody, 1989). There was at the time
considerable concern about Weber’s political views and his criticism of the
Kaiser, which gave rise to a critical debate around Weber as a public figure.
Weber’s criticisms of Wilhem II led some leading figures in Germany such
as General Ludendorff to condemn Weber as a traitor. Weber’s political
sociology, as distinct from his political views with respect to the conduct of
the war, came to have some significance for later discussions, but it did not
figure very large in his early reception. There was some discussion of
Weber’s sociology of religion, but this commentary was largely confined to
an evaluation of his essays on the Protestant Ethic (Lehmann and Roth,
1993). It was not until later that a robust interpretation of his comparative
sociology of religion emerged. This chapter attempts to document that
slow and partial evolution of an understanding of the stature and signifi-
cance of Weber’s sociological oeuvre. The final controversial feature of this
appreciation is that, while Talcott Parsons (1902–1979) has been heavily
criticized for his interpretation of Weber, it was primarily as a result of
Parsons’s efforts that Weber’s sociology was eventually embraced by the
sociological establishment in the United States. These observations on the
historical development of the appreciation of Weber’s sociology – its slow
development, its uneven reception, its one-sided evaluation, its interpreta-
tion through Parsons’s voluntaristic theory of action, and its eventual
dominance – will themselves remain controversial.



The place and status of Weber in the canon of western sociology is also
an issue of much dispute. Early interpretations of Weber saw Weberian
sociology as a critical response and an alternative to Marx and Marxist
sociology (Wiley, 1987; Antonio and Glassman, 1985). It was Albert
Salomon (1945: 596) who declared that Max Weber had ‘become a sociolo-
gist in a long and tense dialogue with the ghost of Karl Marx’ and that the
title Economy and Society was proof of this critical intention to undermine
historical materialism. In particular, Weber’s studies of the Protestant Ethic
were received by many scholars in Germany as an idealist attack on
Marxist materialism. The resulting critical debate with Felix Rachfahl,
Werner Sombart, Hans Delbruck, H. Karl Fischer  laid the foundations for
what was to become the Protestant Ethic controversy which has lasted
most of this century (Mommsen and Osterhammel, 1987). This view of
Weber has declined in recent years to be replaced by the notion that Weber
was following the footsteps of Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900) and writing
not about industrial capitalism but about the more general notion of cul-
tural modernism. Weber’s contrast between erotic desire and asceticism,
his emphasis on the will to power, his critical views on the moral basis of
intellectualism, and his negative views of bureaucracy have been traced
back to Nietzsche (Fleischmann, 1964; Stauth and Turner, 1988; Turner,
1996). Other interpretations have argued that Weber is not a sociologist but
a political theorist whose emphasis on power has more to do with
Nietzsche than with Marx (Hennis, 1988; Scaff, 1989; Tribe, 1989; Turner,
1992). These authors see Weber’s work as a reflection on personality and
life orders from within the perspective of Nietzsche’s critique of modern
culture and its discipline. Other writers, such as Karl Löwith (1897–1973)
drew attention in the 1930s to the parallel between Heidegger and Weber
as critics of rationalism and technology; instrumental reason had produced
a technical civilization which would eventually undermine the cultured
life (Löwith, 1993). These studies of Weber and cultural criticism helped
to shift the perspective on Weber away from the economic sociology of
capitalism to the cultural sociology of modernity (Sayer, 1991; Scaff, 1989).
Given this emphasis on power and violence, it is hardly surprising that
Weber is often criticized by feminist theory for his lack of understanding of
the emotional life of human beings (Bologh, 1990). These different and
unresolved views of Weber have, of course, played an important part in the
critical reception of and responses to Weber and Weberian sociology.

The critical response to Weber’s sociology has concentrated on his
political theory (with respect to questions of power and authority), his
methodological views (with respect to the problems of the social sciences),
and his sociology of religion (with respect to the economic teachings of the
world religions). Thus, Weber’s political views, which emphasized the
importance of power and leadership in society, have consistently given rise
to controversy (Mommsen, 1984). He has been accused of laying some
of the intellectual foundations for fascism and he has been criticized for
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promoting relativism. His methodological ideas, especially the use of the
ideal type, continue to play an important role in the development of mod-
ern sociology. Finally, a variety of sociologists have argued that his com-
parative sociology, especially his comparative study of  religion and
religious teaching on economics, is Weber’s most important and lasting
contribution to twentieth-century sociology (Tenbruck, 1975; 1980).

The Life and Works of Max Weber 

Weber is commonly referred to as a founder of modern sociology. He
offered a systematic and coherent framework for the sociological perspec-
tive, he developed a distinctive and profound philosophy of the social sci-
ences, and he established a variety of  substantive areas. Early evaluations
of Weber noted his contribution to a variety of substantive fields such as
his sociology of stratification (Cox, 1950), his analysis of power and status
(Goldhammer and Shils, 1939), the study of bureaucracy (Bendix, 1945),
the sociology of race (Manasse, 1947), rural sociology (Honigsheim, 1946)
and even the status of women (Hacker, 1953). The general contribution of
Weber to the sociology of institutions has been well documented in Julien
Freund’s classic Sociologie de Max Weber (1966). Weber grasped the funda-
mental characteristics of modern industrial civilization and his views
about politics, leadership and science are, to say the least, challenging
(Parsons, 1942). In the substantive fields of law, politics, economics and
religion, he identified many of the key issues which became the basis of
intellectual growth and specialization in the discipline. Finally, in his own
life and writing on the concept of the calling in science and politics, he pro-
vided a robust role model of the sociologist as public intellectual. Despite
these formidable accomplishments, Weber had a small student following
in his own lifetime and remained relatively obscure outside Germany until
the 1950s, if not the 1960s.

The historical details of Weber’s life have been sympathetically docu-
mented by his wife Marianne Weber (1870–1954) in her famous biography
(1975) and there are useful discussions of Weber’s life in Arthur Mitzman‘s
The Iron Cage (1971), Reinhard Bendix’s Max Weber. An intellectual portrait
(1960) and Paul Honigsheim’s On Max Weber (1968). There are also impor-
tant literature reviews of Weber’s work by Constans Seyfarth and Gert
Schmidt (1977), Vatro Murvar (1983) and Dirk Käsler (1988). A critical bio-
graphy and bibliography of Weber which traces the rise of his sociological
ideas on sociology as a whole has yet to be written. During his life, Weber
had enjoyed the material and cultural benefits of his membership of
the  educated bourgeoisie (Honigsheim, 1926). He was in many respects
the epitome of the so-called Bildung tradition of German culture and train-
ing. In nineteenth-century German society, it was the educated middle
class (the Bildungsbürgertum) rather than the economic bourgeoisie (the
Wirtschaftsbürgertum) which occupied a dominant place in the system of



power, especially the bureaucracy and the state. Weber’s political and
cultural values reflect the history of this close association between the
state bureaucracy and the cultured bourgeois class, which evolved
during the course of the nineteenth century. In order to understand his
place in German social sciences and the reception of his work, we must
remember that Weber was a member of the German academic mandarins
(Ringer, 1969). 

Weber died of pneumonia on 14 June 1920 at the age of fifty-six years
(Diehl, 1924). He was born in Erfurt on 21 April 1864 and studied jurispru-
dence at the universities of Heidelberg, Strasburg, Berlin and Göttingen,
taking his doctoral degree in Berlin in 1888. He married Marianne
Schnitger in 1893. He was appointed Professor of commercial and German
law at the University of Berlin in 1893, in 1894 he became Professor of eco-
nomics at the University of Freiburg and in 1897 became Professor of eco-
nomics at Heidelberg. Weber experienced a profound psychological crisis
in the summer of 1897 shortly after his father’s death and, as a result of this
crisis, illness prevented him from teaching and undertaking systematic
research. This breakdown has been the topic of much psychoanalytic spec-
ulation, but it appears to have been connected with the conflict with his
father and his complex attitude towards his own sexuality (Collins, 1986a).
In 1903 there was evidence of his slow psychological recovery in that he
began working on the essays on the Protestant Ethic (Weber, 1930). He
became increasingly interested in the progress of the Russian revolutions
of 1905 and 1917. Between 1911 and 1917, he undertook a prodigious inves-
tigation of the economic ethics of the world religions, which forms the
backbone of his comparative and historical sociology (Collins, 1986b).
During the First World War, Weber served as an administrator of military
hospitals and  became politically active towards the end of the war, partic-
ipating eventually in the Versailles peace conference. He began teaching
again at the universities of Vienna and Munich, and towards the end of his
life delivered two powerful speeches on politics as a vocation and science
as a vocation (Curtius, 1919). 

From this brief sketch, we can deduce some obvious reasons for
Weber’s modest academic and political impact in his lifetime and the
absence of a Weber school of sociology (Honigsheim, 1926). Obviously his
psychological problems and illness prevented him undertaking a continu-
ous academic career. The war also disrupted his academic research and in
the aftermath of the hostilities Weber was involved for a short period in
intensive political debate and activity. He died prematurely before either
his political or scientific career could come to maturity. Furthermore, his
works were generally published posthumously by his wife and many vol-
umes were not translated into English until the 1950s. General Economic
History was published in 1927, The Religion of China appeared in 1951,
Ancient Judaism in 1952, Max Weber on Law in Economy and Society in 1954,
The Rational and Social Foundations of Music, The Religion of India and The
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City in 1958. Shortly afterwards The Sociology of Religion appeared in 1963.
The controversial volumes of Economy and Society were published in 1968,
which many regard as the core theoretical framework for Weber’s general
sociology. In the 1970s, Roscher and Knies (1975), The Agrarian Sociology of
Ancient Civilizations (1976) and Critique of Stammler (1977) appeared.
Finally, Weber’s analysis of the history and sociological significance of the
Russian revolutions  appeared in 1995 as The Russian Revolutions. Thus it
took almost seventy years from his death for his complete sociological
works to appear in English. 

The Early Reception of Weber�s Sociology 

Unlike Karl Marx (1818–1883), Weber left no great political following or
intellectual discipleship and indeed outside Germany his work was rela-
tively unknown (Scaff, 1989). Unlike Nietzsche, he has no cult following in
the contemporary debate about modernity and postmodernity. Rheinhard
Bendix (1960) towards the conclusion of  his intellectual portrait observed
that there was a key idea in Marx (the organization of production), in
Durkheim (group membership) and Freud (the subconscious drives). In
Weber, there was no single key idea and thus his sociology often appears
as a fragmented oeuvre. 

Following his death in 1920, there was in Germany some public dis-
cussion of the importance of Weber’s sociology, his political ideas, his
methodology and the significance of his work on ethics and power (Turner
and Factor, 1984). This debate as I shall demonstrate later was organized
around the central problem of relativism. Weber’s views caused alarm
because, in embracing value neutrality, he appeared to reject an ethical
appreciation of political action. This apparently brutal view of power pol-
itics and the need for what he called ‘elbow room’ with respect to the east-
ern provinces appeared to confirm the view that Weber’s political
sociology indirectly supports the survival of the fittest. In his Inaugural
Lecture at Freiburg in May 1895 (Tribe, 1989) Weber self-consciously
employed concepts and expressions which were taken from Nietzsche’s
will to power. Weber’s ethical relativism was clearly taken from
Nietzsche’s perspectivism, which recognized that truth exists only from a
particular viewpoint or perspective. These notions were not simply part of
Weber’s political sociology; they also provided the agenda for his philoso-
phy of the social sciences and his methodology (Jordan, 1937). These radi-
cal views on politics, ethics and methods caused great consternation and
controversy in his generation, if within a rather narrow academic and pro-
fessional environment. 

Outside Germany, things were different. Apart from Theodore Abel’s
Systematic Sociology in Germany (1929), R.H. Tawney’s work (1926) on
Religion and the Rise of Capitalism and the study of religion and economic
individualism by H.M. Robertson (1933), there was little discussion of



Weber’s sociology in the English-speaking world before the Second World
War and as J.P. Mayer (1944: 9) correctly noted in the foreword to Max
Weber and German Politics, ‘the political writings of Max Weber are almost
unknown in this country’. The conflict between Germany and Britain in
the war period and after also disrupted intellectual exchange and further
contained the growth of interest in Weber’s sociology. 

In France, there was little interest in German sociology after
Durkheim’s death, apart from occasional contributions such as Maurice
Halbwachs’s article on puritans and capitalism (1925) and his general
assessment of Weber in Annales d’histoire economique et sociale (1929). Julien
Freund (1966) published his influential Sociologie de Max Weber and
Raymond Aron’s lectures at the Faculty of Letters and Human Sciences at
the University of Paris were eventually translated into English as Main
Currents in Sociological Thought (1968). Aron’s principal interest was in
Weber’s analysis of power and he published a number of valuable contri-
butions to this dimension of Weberian sociology. Aron was the only major
French contributor to the 15th German Sociological Congress at Heidelberg
to commemorate the centenary of Max Weber’s birth in 1864. His paper
‘Max Weber und die Machtpolitik’ (1964) emphasized the importance of
Darwin (struggle of the fittest) and Nietzsche (the will to power) in
Weber’s political sociology, which concentrated on the power struggles
between nation states. 

In Italy, Benedetto Croce, who first encountered Weber at the 1908
International Philosophy Congress in Heidelberg, was highly critical of the
growth of positivism in sociology (Croce, 1905). Weber was critical of
Croce’s treatment of intuition and empathy in Roscher and Knies (Weber,
1975: 167–9). However, they were both critical of the methodological
assumptions of historical materialism. Croce’s views were influential in the
development of Carlo Antoni’s analysis of the development of the social
sciences. Dallo Storicismo alla Sociologia was published in 1940 and trans-
lated in 1959. In Antoni’s account of the problem of historicism and the
growth of sociology, Weber played a crucial role (Antoni, 1962). For
Antoni, Weber’s work was a clear illustration of how the relativistic crisis
in the historical sciences in the nineteenth century had prepared the way
for the rise of sociology. The other figure in Weber’s reception in Italy was
his friend and colleague Robert Michels (1876–1936), whose work on the
iron law of oligarchy was closely related to Weber’s critique of the negative
impact of bureaucracy on national leadership. Michels played an impor-
tant role as an intellectual conduit between Germany and Italy, changing
his first name to ‘Roberto’ as an indication of his involvement in Italian life.
In 1911, Michels dedicated his principal academic work on Political Parties
(Michels, 1962) to Weber. His obituary (Michels, 1920) clearly identified
Weber as a master of modern social science, who had made a profound
contribution to the study of political life. Michels in his obituary lamented
the fact that, given Weber’s huge intellectual talent, he had not enjoyed a
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major political career, and argued that, in part, Weber’s failure to become
a political leader was a function of the German system of social stratifica-
tion, which did not permit intellectuals and academics to enter politics.
Weber’s relationship to both Michels and Gaetano Mosca (1858–1941)
has been a component of the debate about Weber’s relationship to fascism
and Fuhrerdemokratie (Mayer, 1940; Mommsen, 1963; Nolte, 1963;
Winckelmann, 1956). 

Weber’s reception into the United States has been much discussed
(Roth and Bendix, 1959). Weber’s sociology was discussed in a number of
contexts in the United States. Theodore Abel (1929) gave an extensive
overview of the nature of verstehende Soziologie in his Systematic Sociology in
Germany and a series of articles in Social Research by Albert Salomon
explored Weber’s methodological notions (1934) and his political ideas
(1935), but it was Parsons who explored Weber’s sociology most systema-
tically in a variety of publications and translations (Parsons, 1963).
Parsons’s commentary on Weber spanned Parsons’s entire academic
career. After his successful application to a German–American exchange
fellowship programme, Parsons had arrived in  Heidelberg in June 1925
and, after a language course in Vienna, spent the 1925/6 academic year at
Heidelberg, working on a thesis on the concept of capitalism in German
economic theory. Several aspects of this thesis were published in article
form (Parsons, 1928; 1929). Prior to his arrival in Heidelberg, Parsons had
been ignorant of Weber’s work, but he became quickly captivated by the
Protestant ethic thesis and Parsons’s translation appeared in 1930 and a
critical discussion of H.M. Robertson’s treatment (1933) of Weber’s sociol-
ogy of religion and economic individualism followed later (Parsons, 1935).
In 1936, Parsons published a substantial review of Alexander von
Schelting’s Max Webers Wissenschaftslehre (Schelting, 1934).

Parsons was fully engaged in a critical debate with utilitarianism as a
philosophy and its manifestation in economic theory. In particular,
Parsons argued that utilitarian notions of rationality could not explain social
order, because rational actors would always resort to force and fraud to
achieve their ends. Parsons found that Durkheim’s attempt to come to terms
with positivism and Weber’s attempt to wrestle with economic rationality
through the categories of verstehende Soziologie perfectly illustrated the utili-
tarian dilemma. As a result, this discussion of Weber played a prominent
role in The Structure of Social Action (Parsons, 1937). Parsons continued to
be interested in Weber’s economic sociology and in 1947, he edited (with
A.M. Henderson) and introduced part one of Weber’s Wirtschaft und
Gesellschaft: Grundriss der verstehenden Soziologie as The Theory of Social and
Economic Organization (Parsons, 1947). The volume had been planned before
the war, but war-time difficulties had severely delayed its publication. 

In the same period, Frank Knight (1927) had translated the
Wirtschaftsgeschichte and Hans Gerth and C. Wright Mills published their
excellent selection From Max Weber (Weber, 1948) and thus provided an
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alternative view of Weber’s sociology in terms of the importance of power,
conflict and violence in social life. The posthumous Wirtschaft und
Gesellschaft was not published in translation as Economy and Society until
1968. Parsons clashed subsequently with Mills over the analysis of
American capitalism, and Mills attacked Parsons over the alleged abstrac-
tion of Parsons’s system theory (Robertson and Turner, 1991). This dis-
agreement over the analytical value of functionalism and conflict sociology
was the beginning of a critical rejection of  Parsons’s interpretation of
Weber’s philosophy of science, Parsons’s so-called convergence thesis in
The Structure of Social Action and Parsons’s account of Weber’s sociology of
religion (Alexander, 1983). These criticisms gave rise to an important debate
over the interpretation of Weber, especially Weber’s notions of power and
authority. Parsons was attacked over his interpretation of Herrschaft or
‘domination’ as ‘leadership’ (Albrow, 1990). The main point of this attack
was to suggest that Parsons‘s introduction of Weber into American sociol-
ogy had domesticated Weber’s vision to make it compatible with the bland
and uncritical assumptions of structural functionalism (Cohen et al., 1975;
Parsons, 1975; 1976). 

It is clear that, as Parsons’s sociology evolved, Durkheim, rather than
Weber, became the dominant figure in Parsons’s view of general sociology.
Parsons found Durkheim’s approach to religion and value systems espe-
cially compatible with his approach to social order and the social system.
Hence Parsons was less interested in Weber’s approach to power and con-
flict, as he came to develop a general theory of social system integration
(Holmwood, 1996). In general, therefore, Parsons is accused of distorting
Weber’s tentative approach to conceptual construction in the social sci-
ences in the interests of a general theory. The assessment of Lassman and
Velody (1989: xiii) is typical in this regard: 

The immense contribution of Talcott Parsons in bringing the work of
Weber to American and British audiences cannot be overestimated, a contri-
bution which was furthered by his colleagues and students in a variety of
directions. Yet the consequences of their efforts has been to offer a very
particular account of the history of sociology and the place of Weber within
this narrative.

Parsons’s emphasis on system integration in his general theory of social
systems was not only incompatible with Weber’s approach to theory con-
struction, but also incommensurable with Weber’s radical approach to
political domination as a condition of national economic growth. Weber
and Parsons differed fundamentally over questions of political liberalism
(Holton and Turner, 1986; 1989).

Despite these critical remarks on Parsons’s treatment of Weber, he con-
tinued to publish directly and indirectly on Weber’s sociology. For exam-
ple, although Weber scholars have suggested that the comparative studies
of religion should be regarded as the core of Weber and that Economy
and Society has been overestimated, Parsons (1963) wrote one of the best
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evaluations we have of Weber’s contribution to the scientific study of
religion in his introduction to Weber’s The Sociology of Religion. Other eval-
uations of Weber followed in the 1960s, including the 1965 paper on
Weber’s principles of value freedom and objectivity in Max Weber und die
Soziologie heute (Parsons, 1971a) and the appreciation of Weber over the
century 1864–1964 (Parsons, 1964). Behind these overt commentaries on
Weber, Weberian sociology continued to influence Parsons’s approach to
modernity and modernization such as The System of Modern Societies
(Parsons, 1971b).

Max Weber and the Crisis of Historicism

As Weber’s stature and influence in sociology slowly increased outside
Germany after 1945, he was often treated inappropriately in isolation from
his time and context. Weber’s analysis of the division between the natural
and the social sciences was in fact part of a wider debate in German philo-
sophy over the characteristics of science. The problematic nature of truth
and reliability in Weber’s formulation of sociology as a ‘science’ of social
action was expressed in his ambiguous treatment of such topics as the ideal
type, the fact-value distinction, and the concept of neutrality. His preoccu-
pation with the methodological problems of sociology was bound up with
his appreciation of the crisis of truth and meaning in Christianity, namely
an appreciation of the problems of relativism and cultural specificity.
Weber can be interpreted as a sociologist who was responding to
Nietzsche’s criticism of absolutist notions of truth. Nietzsche’s slogan that
‘God is dead’ can be read as meaning that there are no ‘final vocabularies’
(Rorty, 1989) and that truth is always grasped from a certain perspective,
truth is therefore always conditional. In short, while Weber was originally
seen in the context of debates about Marxism and with the methodological
problems of interpretative sociology, he is now more likely to be seen in
relation to Nietzsche as a sociologist, whose main contribution was to the
analysis of the crisis of values and meaning following the rationalization of
European culture. 

Weber’s preoccupation with the problem of meaning and authority has
to be set within the broader context of a crisis about Christianity. Biblical
criticism had shown that the Christian Church and Christian values were
historical truths, and that claims about religious universalism were essen-
tially problematic. Hence, this religious crisis was then reflected in intel-
lectual problems around the status of historical research. Weber was one
figure in an intellectual movement (in sociology, philosophy, history and
theology) which attempted to come to terms with this relativization of val-
ues and the secularization of European thought. The emergence of sociol-
ogy in the late nineteenth century can therefore be seen as part of a larger
reorientation of European social thought, which was brought about by
the secularization of consciousness, the erosion of traditional values, the



growing dominance of instrumental rationalism and the diversification of
cultures through global trade and imperialism. Weber’s general explana-
tion for these developments was the process of rationalization – a theme
which lies behind and constantly informs the critical responses to
Weberian sociology.

This crisis of cultures was in the scientific world reflected in the debate
about the nature of and relations between the natural sciences and the
human sciences. Of course, the concept of ‘science’ had a broad meaning
and significance in German, but it was recognized that there was a
deep division between those sciences which generally addressed the life of
the mind, consciousness or spirit (Geist) and those which concentrated on
the natural world. While the natural sciences (Naturwissenschaften)
explained phenomena in terms of causal arguments, the human sciences
(Geisteswissenschaften) were concerned with understanding and evaluating
the significance and importance of cultural phenomena. Thus in Germany
while, for example, both physics and anthropology are ‘sciences’, they
require vastly different methodologies and techniques, because anthropol-
ogy has to address the symbolic significance and meaning of ritual acts and
customs, which cannot be conceptualized within the framework of laws
and causes. Rituals are rule-governed actions, not law-like events in the
natural world. These problems, as we will see, dominated the philosophy
of the social sciences in the sociological writings of Weber. 

This division gave rise to a variety of approaches in which it was argued
that the natural sciences were concerned with causes, while the human
sciences dealt with reasons. In the natural sciences, the emphasis is on
explanation, but in the humanities it is with hermeneutics and the problem
of understanding and interpretation. While  natural science examines beha-
viour, the social and human sciences concentrate on actions which are pur-
poseful. Finally, the natural sciences frame their explanations in terms of
laws and the social sciences, in terms of probabilities. Weber in Economy
and Society defined sociology as a science which attempts to provide an
interpretative understanding of the meaning and consequences of social
action, that is actions which are meaningful. He characteristically referred
to the science of society as ‘interpretative sociology’ (verstehende Soziologie). 

Although these arguments about the differences between natural sci-
ence and human science appear to be relatively clear, there is a deep prob-
lem about relativism, which is raised by the notion of interpretation. From
a sociological point of view, the meaning of any action or cultural phe-
nomenon (such as a symbol) is deeply embedded in its social and cultural
context. The meaning of actions are quite simply particular to a given con-
text. How is any general knowledge of society as such possible? If for exam-
ple the meaning of the pilgrimage in Islam has to be interpreted within the
context of Islamic values, can there be a universally relevant sociology of
religion, or does relativism suggest that there has to be an Islamic sociol-
ogy of religion for Islam and a Jewish sociology for Judaism? 
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This problem of the historical specificity of cultures and thus of
cultural relativism is broadly the problem of historicism, namely the view
that the meaning and importance of culture can only be understood his-
torically within its specific temporal and spatial setting, that is contextu-
ally. This historical problem, as he points out for example in the chapter
on Ernst Troeltsch, was particularly acute in the case of western
Christianity. If the faith which has been inherited by the Christian
churches in the west is a specific historical phenomenon which is peculiar
to its time and place, how can Christian theology claim any universal
authority and relevance for the prophetic message of Jesus Christ? The
prophecy of Christ is simply one message, alongside many other claims
about the nature of human existence and divinity. Similar problems about
authenticity and authority are faced in the analysis of art and culture,
where claims about aesthetics may simply appear as opinions rather than
truths about cultural objects. For Antoni, these specific debates in theo-
logy (in the writings of Ernst Troeltsch), history (in the historical studies
of Wilhelm Dilthey and Johan Huizinga), politics (in the political analysis
of Friedrich Meinecke) and sociology (in the philosophy of the social
sciences of Max Weber) in fact constituted a general and profound
crisis of authority and certainty, not only in Germany, but in Europe as
a whole – a crisis which spanned the entire nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. 

Antoni (1962) identified a number of solutions – or attempted solutions –
to this intellectual crisis, which formed a moral and spiritual crisis of confi-
dence in European culture. Within his account of historical relativism, one
can detect three forms of historicism: naturalistic, metaphysical and
aesthetic. One solution to relativism attempted to develop the positivistic
methods of the natural sciences as a basis for certainty in social inquiry. This
solution tended to resolve history into (positivistic) sociology. By contrast,
metaphysical historicism developed into idealism, which attempted to
find some certainty outside time in the realm of pure thought (post-Kantian
idealism) or pure faith (German theology). Aesthetic historicism concen-
trated on the experience of the historian as a point of common agreement,
namely the aesthetic experience of reality could produce a form of cer-
tainty in the context of chaotic values.

Dilthey recognized clearly that the crisis of the authority of values and
morality in German culture had been first experienced in debates about the
character of the authority of the texts of Christianity, which had occurred
through the evolution of biblical criticism. Biblical scholarship had raised
profound problems in confidence in the authority and authenticity of the
biblical foundations of authority. In western Christianity, as Troeltsch’s
typology of church-sect recognized, there had been two forms of authority.
One type of authority, for example in the Roman Catholic Church, was
based on tradition and the ecclesiastical authority of the Pope and the
bishops. The so-called ‘keys of grace’ were in the hands of the clergy, who
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released grace through ritualistic acts, such as confession. By contrast,
another form of authority was developed by the Protestant sects which
sought a more direct and individualistic approach to the charismatic
powers of Christ through a direct reading of the Bible and through
personal experience of God, for example in conversion. 

The problem for Protestant theology was that biblical criticism through
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries had made the biblical text into a
historical document. In short, Protestantism through its rational inquiry
into the Bible had exposed theological truth to historicism. As a result, the
most obvious alternative source of authority was the conversion experience
itself and as a result certain forms of Protestantism promoted feeling and
experience as guarantees of the authority of faith. Throughout Europe var-
ious forms of pietism emphasized the feeling and the experience of the
divine presence (through conversion, fellowship and contemplation) as the
principal criterion of certainty. In Britain, the Methodist movement fol-
lowed the teaching of John Wesley and the hymns of Charles Wesley, and
conversion through emotional experiences of divinity became the main
basis of faith. In Germany, this new emphasis on feeling and experience was
given cogent intellectual expression by Friedrich Schleiermacher, whose
early involvement with the Brethren convinced him that in a period of reli-
gious uncertainty the experience of grace was the fundamental phenome-
non of religious activity. The anxieties of salvation and damnation were
resolved in the quiet experience of fellowship and the warmth of grace. As
Dilthey recognized, this attitude to religion spelt the end of traditional
Protestantism with its stark emphasis on the truth of the Bible and the ever-
present danger of evil and spiritual damnation. 

Through the work of theologians like Schleiermacher, a solution to
historicism emerged in which theology was converted into a psychology of
feeling. Pietism offered the believer an experience of certainty by cultivat-
ing emotions and sentiment through the aesthetic stimulation of the emo-
tions. It was for this reason that hymns and fellowship played such an
important role in the development of Methodism in England. For Marx,
this form of religiosity represented an opium of the people, because suf-
fering could be borne through the comforts of sentimental religious songs
and the dramatic effects of conversion. 

Reflecting on Dilthey and Schleiermacher, Antoni recognized the
importance of the concept of Erlebnis in the aesthetic solutions of histori-
cism. As the translator’s preface indicates, the concept of Erlebnis has no
adequate English translation. The verb erleben means to experience and
Erlebnis is an experience, but the term carries a much deeper significance
in the historicist debate. It signifies the lived experience of everyday real-
ity; it is the enjoyment of the experiences of  the life-world. The collective
experiences of Erlebnis represent the life-world of a community in its
response to existence, and for Dilthey these collective representations of
everyday life have a spiritual authority. In this world of collective or folk
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experience, there is a reality which can transcend the relativism of the
historicist problem. 

It is only a short step to the argument that industrial capitalism
through the application of rational science technology has transformed
the relationship between human beings and their environment; it has
undermined the authenticity of the life-world through the commodifica-
tion of culture. For Weber, rational capitalism has demystified the every-
day world and incorporated the sphere of Erlebnis into the system of
rational economic exchange. In Weber’s pessimistic view of ‘the iron
cage’, there is no escape from the process of rationalization which,
through the application of science, has embraced all spheres of life includ-
ing the spiritual domain (Bendix, 1960). It is the ‘fate’ of the modern world
to suffer the routinization of  life through bureaucracy, science and disci-
pline in which the magical and charismatic aura of  social existence is
slowly but surely effaced. 

While the overt thesis of Antoni’s extraordinary study is the problem of
historicism, the covert and more important argument is the general crisis
of European culture, which, as we have seen, was a crisis of relativism in
the intellectual class resulting in a profound sense of  instability and uncer-
tainty at the end of the century. Industrial capitalism and urbanization had
totally transformed European social structure. There was a sense of the
exhaustion of ideas, the collapse of Christian certainty and the inauthenti-
cation of the everyday world. This erosion of confidence was expressed in
debates about anomie, alienation and ennui. One response was to seek out
security in a re-evaluation of the importance of the irrational in theories of
the unconscious realm in Freud, intuition in Bergson, revolutionary vio-
lence in Sorel or moral passion in Durkheim.

The covert theme of Antoni’s exploration of the crisis of historicism is
the quest for a political solution to the complexity and diversity which
flowed from cultural relativism. This crisis in Germany was a question of
the failure of liberalism as a political movement and the growth of Prussian
authoritarianism. In one sense, Bismarck’s unification of Germany and the
autocratic policies towards working-class politics, the early trade union
movement and the religious divisions in Germany between Catholics,
Protestants and Jews were also a ‘solution’ to historicism – Bismarck’s
authoritarianism represented a political route out of the crisis of moral
uncertainty. With the decline of organized religion, Troeltsch and Weber
came to the pessimistic conclusion that moral solutions to the problem of
civilization in Germany were no longer viable, and a strong and decisive
political leadership for Germany, following the decline of Bismarckian
Germany and the disaster of World War One, was essential if the state was
to remain, alongside America and Britain, a powerful nation in the compe-
tition for world power. Troeltsch and Weber both felt that power politics
would inevitably be Machiavellian insofar as politics is in its essence
morally neutral (Mommsen, 1984). Power and values were the two central
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issues of Weber’s sociology as a response to nineteenth-century historicism.
In this regard, Weber was significantly influenced by the ‘perspectivism’ of
the philosopher Nietzsche as expressed in the slogan ‘God is dead’.

The covert theme of Antoni is the crisis of bourgeois liberalism and the
rise of authoritarian fascism as the answer to European historicism. One of
the most profound critics of Weber’s philosophy of social science and his
ethical relativism was Leo Strauss (1899–1973). Strauss, a Jewish refugee
from Hitler’s Germany, was a professor at the University of Chicago, and
became a profound critic of liberalism, which he believed had undermined
political leadership in Weimar Germany, thereby paving the way for fas-
cism, and it was liberalism that threatened the United States with a similar
catastrophe. For Strauss, Weber was paradoxically an important component
in the crisis. His value neutrality obscured the importance of political philo-
sophy. His relativism undermined values. His belief in the polytheistic
nature of value conflicts was symptomatic of the religious crisis of the West.

Conclusion: Max Weber and Contemporary Sociology 

The contemporary interest in Weber is a consequence of (1) the general and
comprehensive nature of Weber’s sociology as a paradigm for society as a
whole, (2) the richness and complexity of his methodological approach
(verstehende Soziologie), which provides us with a sophisticated under-
standing of the problem of values and meaning in historical and sociolo-
gical analysis, (3) the contemporary relevance of his political and moral
notions to a social order which is dominated by the rationalization process,
(4) the depth and richness of his comparative sociology of religion as
a perspective on the processes of secularization in modern societies,
and finally (5) the relevance of his ambiguities about modernity and
modernization in relation to the current concern with postmodernity
and posthistoire. 

Many students of Weber have argued that the core of his work was a
study of the economic ethics of the world religions and their impact on the
process of modernization (Turner, 1974). Weber’s ambiguity about mod-
ernization can be related to the current debate about postmodernity.
Posthistoire means that history has no pattern – at least no beginning, mid-
dle and end (Niethammer, 1992). This secularization of time follows from
the erosion of Christianity as a dominant paradigm in a world where we
are sceptical about grand narratives (Lyotard, 1979). This theme of post-
modernity is anticipated by Antoni in the earlier debate about historicism,
which was a debate about the sources of moral certainty and cultural
authenticity in a world of rapid social transformation. While Rheinhard
Bendix has argued that there is no single key to Weber’s sociology, this pre-
sentation of the work of Weber is based on the assumption that the prob-
lem of the relevance of values does provide an interpretative key with
which to unlock Weber’s work. 



It was thus forty years after Weber’s death before he was fully recognized
alongside Durkheim as a founder of modern sociology and it was not until
the 1970s that the modern ‘revival’ of Weber was well under way. In the
second half of the century, Weber’s sociology became canonical and his
analysis of capitalism was no longer treated as a simple rejection of
Marxism (Weiss, 1986). Weber is a towering figure in twentieth-century
social science, but his legacy remains an ambiguity and he has no clear
intellectual following, despite the depth and breadth of his influence in
both the social sciences and humanities. Of course, the very idea of a canon
of sociology has been much disputed in recent years and many would
argue that academic influence in the sense of becoming a founding father
is undesirable. 
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CHAPTER 3

MAX WEBER AND KARL MARX

Modern man has forgotten to listen to this silence. Our world becomes
increasingly loud, noisy – deafening with noise. We can no longer hear and
our words have become false.

Karl Löwith

Introduction

Sociology has, since its institutional foundation in the late nineteenth
century, been subject to profound changes in paradigms and perspectives.
Many of these conceptual revolutions have challenged the fundamental
assumptions of their discipline by, for example, bringing into question the
whole idea of ‘the social’ (Baudrillard, 1983). While the history of all acad-
emic disciplines can be written in terms of violent paradigmatic shifts
(Kuhn, 1970), sociology appears more prone than most subjects to bewil-
dering shifts in intellectual terrain. One can either regard this analytical
instability in a negative fashion as indicating the lack of maturity of soci-
ology as a social science, or one can see sociology as a disciplinary field
which is acutely in tune with the broad sweep of cultural movements
within modern societies. The swings and changes in analytical paradigms
are thus a response to broader societal currents.

However, within this context of intellectual uncertainty, one relatively
persistent dimension of sociology has been its unresolved and critical rela-
tionship to the legacy of Karl Marx. More precisely, the debate over the
relationship between Marx’s political economy and Max Weber’s interpre-
tative sociology, which has raged with varying degrees of intensity since
the publication of The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (Weber,
1932) in 1904, has determined many of the major issues for research in the
social sciences in the twentieth century.

These controversies have been driven by many forces, both scientific
and ideological. For example, the sociological curriculum has been trans-
formed in the post-war period by feminism, to a lesser extent by ethnic
politics, the black movement and more recently by ecological debates.
Over a longer period, it has been coloured by the changing political for-
tunes of both Marxism as a social movement and by Marxist sociology as
an academic discipline. Part of the hostility between Marxists and acade-
mic sociologists is a function of their family resemblance; they both sub-
scribe to grand theories of the historical development of society and both
claim to offer a scientific analysis of those conditions which will bring
about revolutionary changes in social structure. They are pre-eminently
explanations of the nature of modern societies, of which the capitalist



economy is a central feature. Marxism and sociology have, however,
typically adhered to profoundly different epistemologies, philosophies
and presuppositions.

Although they can be distinguished in these terms, the fortunes of
Marxism, socialism and sociology, especially in western Europe, have often
been closely interrelated. Classical sociology at various points in its devel-
opment was forced to confront socialism as a social fact and socialism as a
competing theory of society. For example, Saint-Simon was simultaneously
the founder of French socialism and sociology. Both Durkheim and Weber
wrote extensively on the nature of socialism and Marxism. Durkheim in
particular adopted a sympathetic approach to socialism as a moral regula-
tion of the economy which would restrain the anomic effects of utilitarian
ideology and market conflicts (Durkheim, 1958). Weber was highly critical
of the rationalization of economic life which a centralized socialist eco-
nomic plan would entail, but he was also significantly influenced in his
view of the economic structure of the ancient civilizations by Marx’s the-
ory of slavery and feudalism (Weber, 1976). Weber also once claimed that
the intellectual seriousness of scholars was to be judged by their attitude
towards Nietzsche and Marx; Weber’s own inaugural address at Freiburg
University in 1895 was peppered with references and asides to Nietzsche’s
views on the will to power and to Marx’s economic analyses (Tribe, 1989).
Joseph Schumpeter, who was professionally an economist, contributed to
the creation of economic sociology, but regarded the socialization of eco-
nomic functions as a corrosion of entrepreneurial creativity (Schumpeter,
1934). Alternatively, sociological theorists have often been criticized pre-
cisely for their failure to take Marxism as a theory of society seriously.
Thus, Talcott Parsons has been challenged because he treated Marxism as
simply a version of utilitarian economic theory and therefore as an analy-
sis of society that is consequently flawed by its narrow positivist assump-
tions (Gould, 1991). In fact, in Europe, sociology has often been inadequately
represented in the academy as a consequence of its association with radi-
cal social movements.

While this intellectual and political relationship has been variable
between different authors and sociological traditions,  as a general rule,
one can argue that Marxism and sociology have been typically opposed to
each other, because they have in part been competing for a similar intel-
lectual audience. Marxists have been critical of academic sociology since
at least the 1930s when they objected to writers such as Karl Mannheim
who had developed a relativizing sociology of knowledge that challenged
Marxist approaches to ideology (Mannheim, 1991). By contrast, Marxist
authors like Georg Lukács  saw sociology as the manifestation of bour-
geois irrationalism (Lukács, 1971). According to the ‘official’ view of
Marxism and sociology, the whole orientation of Marxism has been
towards a committed critique of capitalism as a system of unjust exploita-
tion, whereas Weberian sociology, with its individualistic approach to
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methodology and its separation of facts and values, has been either
overtly neutral in political terms or covertly an aspect of  liberal social
philosophy.

This intellectual struggle between academic sociology and Marxist
political economy to dominate the character of sociology was probably at
its height from the 1960s to the late 1970s, when various manifestations of
French social theory, such as structuralism, were at the foreground of intel-
lectual development. Louis Althusser (Althusser and Balibar, 1968)
adopted the idea of an ‘epistemological rupture’ from philosophers of sci-
ence such as Gaston Bachelard to argue that Marxism was a science of the
transformation of modes of production, which avoided the common-sense
or subjective notions of sociology. This Althusserian structuralism was
adopted by writers like Nicos Poulantzas (1973) to claim that sociology, by
concentrating on the attitudes and experiences of individuals, could not
provide a scientific analysis of the determining structures of economics
and politics. This analytical contrast between the structuralism of scientific
Marxism and the methodological individualism of ‘bourgeois sociology’
dominated much of the theoretical development of the social sciences in
the 1970s. In sociology, the theoretical contrast was often presented in
terms of Weber’s methodological individualism and commitment to soci-
ology as an interpretative perspective on social action, on the one hand,
and Marx’s realist epistemology, structuralism and commitment to histor-
ical materialism as a science of modes of production on the other (Hindess
and Hirst, 1975). These debates, which were also reflections of broader
political struggles in western societies, largely ignored Weber’s historical
analyses of the role of ‘objective interests’ in politics and economics, and
his preoccupations with the negative unintended consequences of action
(Turner, 1981). At the same time, Althusser was forced to argue that the
‘early Marx’ of the Paris Manuscripts was trapped in a humanistic para-
digm which was eventually abandoned in favour of the scientific approach
of Capital, volume one (Althusser, 1966). The consequence was a largely
sterile debate about the character of orthodox Marxism: was the early
Marx’s humanism compatible with the deterministic understanding of
Marxist Leninism by the Party?

One must also add that this intellectual contest was far more important
in Europe than in North America, partly because socialism as a political
force has never had much significance in American politics (Lipsett, 1960).
American sociology produced a number of radical sociologists such as
C. Wright Mills and Alvin Gouldner, but they were somewhat marginal to
the mainstream of American sociology in the 1950s and 1960s, which
remained liberal and reformist in politics, and empirical and applied in its
scientific orientation. Many of the American sociologists who fell outside
the applied tradition of main-stream American sociology were in fact either
European exiles (such as Hans Gerth and Leo Lowenthal) or Canadians
(such as Dennis Wrong).
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The relationship between sociology and Marxism has in the last two
decades gone through many phases, but basically the whole issue of soci-
ology versus Marxism has in recent times been transformed by three inter-
related changes: the dramatic political collapse of organized communism
in 1989–90, which has inevitably brought into question the intellectual
credibility of Marxism as a critical theory of society and history; the rapid
re-establishment of sociology in the academies of the re-constituted east
European universities in the 1990s, especially in Germany, Hungary and
Poland; and the widespread interest in postmodernism as an alternative to
the ‘grand narratives’ of humanism, the Enlightenment and Marxism
(Turner, 1990). These socio-political changes have been significant for both
sociology and Marxism, but it is obviously the case that there is a more
general crisis of intellectual authority and direction in Marxism as a theory
of society than in sociology.

Of course, Marxist intellectuals have often taken the view that organ-
ized communism either had no necessary relationship to Marxism as a the-
ory of society, or that the Marxism of Karl Marx is still the most effective
general criticism of the exploitation of workers in capitalism and of the
authoritarian regimes of Soviet-style state socialism. In reality, the author-
ity of Marxist theory has been severely challenged, not least for the failure
of Marxism to anticipate the total collapse of east European communism
and the Soviet Union. To argue that the collapse of organized communism
as a political force and the destruction of state socialism as a form of soci-
ety have no bearing on the intellectual credibility of Marxism would be
rather like arguing that the discovery of the bones of Christ in an Israeli
graveyard, the abdication of the Pope, and the closure of Christendom
would have no relevance to the intellectual coherence of Christian theol-
ogy. Radical thinkers like Ernesto Laclau are surely correct in arguing that
socialist thought cannot simply turn its back on the history of ‘actually
existing Marxism’. Marxist theory has to be reconstituted from the foun-
dations upwards and this reconstitution will necessarily involve a funda-
mental reappraisal of the scientific and political relationship between
Marxism and sociology, that is between Marx and Weber. 

Löwith�s Heideggerian Existentialism

This convoluted and protracted debate explains the continuing interest in
and importance of Karl Löwith’s study of Weber and Marx which was pub-
lished in Germany in 1932 in the Archiv für Sozialwissenschaft und
Sozialpolitik, and was subsequently translated into English in 1982. Löwith
wrote and worked in an academic and political context in Germany where
Marxism and sociology were polarized. Weber’s sociology of religion was
welcomed by many German social scientists as the definitive answer to
Marxist theories of ideology. With the rise of fascism in Germany in the



1930s, Marxism was of course very much under attack, but sociology was
also regarded with some suspicion because it was itself associated with the
Jewish intellectual community, which included such figures as Georg
Simmel, Karl Mannheim and Norbert Elias. However, recent research on
the history of German sociology under National Socialism has demon-
strated that sociology was not an oppositional force and largely acquiesced
in the reactionary university culture of the Nazi period (Turner and Käsler,
1992). By contrast, the members of the Institute of Social Research (the so-
called Frankfurt School), which was initially inspired by Marxism, fled to
the United States, where they lived as reluctant exiles (Jay, 1973). Löwith’s
study of Weber and Marx was thus published in a context of political insta-
bility, where scholarship was increasingly politicized. As we will see,
Löwith’s own work and life were bound up intellectually with the theory
of history, the legacy of Hegelian idealism and Marxism, and bound up
politically with the impact of fascism on Jewish intellectuals in Germany.

Löwith’s study of Weber and Marx is now over sixty years old, but it is
crucially important for three basic reasons. First, Löwith was able to show
that, despite the very important differences between Marx and Weber, their
sociological perspectives were held together by a convergent philosophical
anthropology. Thus, while the political attitudes of Marx and Weber were
diametrically opposed, they shared a fundamental interest in the problem
of ‘man’1 in bourgeois capitalism. There was therefore an important con-
vergence in their attitudes towards the negative features of bourgeois
civilization, which Marx elaborated through the idea of ‘alienation’ and
Weber through the idea of ‘rationalization’. For both authors, capitalist
society was, from their relatively similar views on ontology, inescapably
problematic, but also revolutionary by comparison with the traditional civ-
ilizations of both the western world and Asia. Capitalism, which brought
about a profound ‘detraditionalization’ of society (Beck, 1992) created
enormous risks for humans, but also opened up new transformative
opportunities. For Marx, the opportunity for social transformation was to
be seized ultimately by the revolutionary struggles of the working class.
For Weber, the transformative potential was an essential feature of capital-
ist modernization, but he was ambiguous about any ultimate escape from
‘the iron cage’. In this sense, Weber’s sociology was fatalistic, because it
concentrated on the negative and unintended aspects of social action
(Turner, 1981). Weber’s sociology was driven by a concern for ‘human dig-
nity’ (Löwith, 1982: 22), but Weber remained pessimistic about the oppor-
tunities for human freedom within a society which had been so thoroughly
subjected to the processes of rationalization. This difference in their atti-
tudes was neatly expressed by Löwith, namely ‘Marx proposes a therapy
while Weber has only a “diagnosis” to offer’ (Löwith, 1982: 25).

Thus the first important feature of Löwith’s general interpretation of
Marx and Weber was that, by concentrating attention on ‘this underlying
anthropological concern’ (Löwith, 1982: 20), Löwith was able to show that
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the differences between Marx and Weber in terms of their epistemological,
scientific and political views were actually grounded in a similar philo-
sophical anthropology. It is important to keep in mind that Löwith’s thesis
that there was a similar and crucial underlying philosophical anthropology
in Marxism and Weberian sociology was published in 1932, many decades
before recent interpretations which have presented similar arguments, for
example about the impact of Nietzsche on Weber (Hennis, 1987). Löwith’s
work was highly original and anticipated many contemporary studies
which have also focused on the underlying ontological assumptions of the
social theories of Marx and Weber. Although a number of writers in the
Marxist tradition have analysed the philosophical anthropology in Marx’s
early work such as The Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844
(Marx, 1964), the implicit understanding of ‘man’ in Weber continues to be
neglected, with the possible exception of Wilhelm Hennis. Löwith’s per-
spective on Weber provides an essential starting point for uncovering this
hidden ontology in Weber’s post-Christian analysis of human beings and
their striving to achieve ‘personality’.

Löwith’s thesis continues to be important, secondly, because it was
developed out of his philosophical indebtedness to Martin Heidegger. I
shall show shortly that Heidegger was primarily concerned to understand
the nature of Being, but Heidegger wanted to avoid the abstraction of tra-
ditional metaphysics which started with universal observations about
Being. In Being and Time (Heidegger, 1962) which appeared in German in
1927, Heidegger rejected metaphysics by concentrating on the contingent
facticity of Being in the everyday world. Being or Da-sein was always
‘being-there’ in time and space. However, human beings were constantly
in danger of forgetting their place in this everyday world of Being. Human
beings are to some extent always homeless beings; being without a place
in the world, they are alienated from their reality. They are ontologically
nostalgic (Turner, 1987) in this condition of existential homelessness
(Heimatlosigkeit). Heidegger went on to develop a critique of technology in
capitalist society (Heidegger, 1977) because it created conditions in which
human beings are increasingly alienated from their own bodies. Heidegger,
who was particularly interested in the importance of the human hand,
refused apparently to use a typewriter, because it was a further alienation
of mind and body (Derrida, 1989). Löwith as a student of Heidegger was
of course profoundly influenced by this analysis of existence (Löwith,
1948) and the Heideggerian contribution to existentialism.2 For Löwith, the
Heideggerian analysis of the classical problem of essence and existence
was the starting point of modern philosophy and hence the starting point
for an adequate philosophical understanding of Marx and Weber. It was
this Heideggerian dimension to Löwith’s approach which made Löwith’s
analysis highly original and enduring. Heidegger’s analysis of Being has
been crucial to many developments in twentieth-century philosophy, such
as phenomenology and existentialism, but it has also been increasingly
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important in post-structuralism and postmodernism. For example,
Heidegger’s hostility to traditional metaphysics, his close concentration on
the etymology of basic concepts in philosophical analysis and the textual-
ity of his philosophical method have been important in the development of
so-called deconstructive techniques in modern philosophy, especially in
the contributions of Jacques Derrida. Löwith’s study of Weber and Marx
from the perspective of Heideggerian existentialism has retained a fresh-
ness and relevance to modern philosophical discussion which should not
be ignored.3

Thirdly, Heidegger’s approach to the critique of metaphysics was in
its turn shaped by Nietzsche’s critique of conventional metaphysics, his
hostility to traditional religious values and his commitment to the creation
of a ‘re-valuation of values’ which would overcome the mediocrity of the
moral life of ‘the herd’ in modern society. Nietzsche’s prophetic slogan that
‘God is dead’ was the starting point of modern philosophy which has been
structured by the question which was central to Nietzsche’s philosophy:
what are the moral and social consequences of the death of God, that is the
termination of a view of reality in which a personal god still made sense?
The collapse of the certainties of the traditional view of reality had left an
enormous chasm and Löwith interprets the development of modern phil-
osophy as, in large measure, a response to this absence of certainty. Of
course, Löwith has been primarily concerned with the modern develop-
ment of existentialism as a response to the post-Christian world. In partic-
ular, Nietzsche, Kierkegaard and Heidegger have been philosophers who
concentrated on the contingent character of life and the pathos of the
human condition. While Pascal could still draw some comfort from the
regularities of the physical world, modern existentialists (from Kierkegaard
to Sartre) have viewed nature ‘only as the hidden background of man’s for-
lorn existence’ (Löwith, 1952: 91). We might add that Weber’s persistently
bleak and negative view of the world (perhaps best summarized in his ‘I
want to see how much I can stand’ announcement) was also part of this
critical legacy. While Weber described himself as, in religious terms,
‘unmusical’, he was also deeply moved by the pathos of a post-Christian
reality which had yet to produce an alternative world-view.

While Nietzsche was crucially important for the development of
modern philosophy, it is only relatively recently that sociologists have
recognized the importance of Nietzsche for sociology as a consequence of
his impact on, for example, Weber, Simmel and Scheler (Stauth and Turner,
1988). It is for example impossible to understand Simmel’s ideas about the
tragedy of culture and the nature of social forms without understanding
Simmel’s dependence on Schopenhauer and Nietzsche (Simmel, 1991).
Nietzsche is important for sociological theory because he formulated
an analysis of cultural change which presents the problem of social
cohesion in terms of an erosion of normative authority and politics. In
short, Nietzsche developed an important understanding of the nature of
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ideology and the state. For Nietzsche the primitive form of ideology is
idolatry. Having claimed that in modern civilization God is dead,
Nietzsche was aware that new idols would fill the space which was left by
this dead God; in particular, ‘the herd’ was increasingly subject to the state,
which was the new idol that would rob people of their freedom. We can see
Weber’s anxieties about the slavery of modern people within the bureau-
cratic machine of the modern state and about the possibilities of personal
autonomy in a world which had been transformed by the processes of
rationalization. Weber went out of his way to use Nietzschean language in
his Freiburg address of 1895 to comment on the importance of political
struggle in economic life in which the quest for ‘elbow room’ was central
to all political life. Löwith’s Heideggerian interpretation of Weber and
Marx was thus also important because it began the important task of uncov-
ering the Nietzschean roots of Weber’s pessimistic analysis of modern,
rational society.

Löwith�s Life and Works

Löwith was born in 1897 and died in 1973. His life was eventful. He was a
student in Freiburg where he came under the influence of Husserl and
Heidegger. Löwith described his student years in Freiburg as ‘incompara-
bly rich and fruitful’ in his brief account of his ‘curriculum vitae’ (Löwith,
1959). It was Heidegger who directed Löwith’s Habilitationsschrift on Das
Individuum in der Rolle des Mitmenschen (Löwith, 1928). He had the status of
Dozent lecturer at Marburg University prior to Hitler’s climb to power in
1933. During these crisis years, he travelled to Italy, Japan and finally
America in 1941, taking up positions at the Hartford Theological Seminary
and the New School for Social Research in New York (1949–51). It was at
Hartford Theological Seminary that Löwith wrote a number of influential
articles on the philosophy of history, Marxism and existentialism for Social
Research. He returned to Germany to take up a professorship of philosophy
at Heidelberg University.

Löwith was thus starting his academic career in the context of signifi-
cant developments in German philosophical thought. At the beginning of
this century, ‘the south-west school’ of German philosophy at Heidelberg
and Freiburg was the intellectual cradle of phenomenology and existen-
tialism (in the work of Husserl and Heidegger), interpretative sociology (in
the writing of Weber) and a rebirth of dialectical materialism (in the
Marxism of Lukács). The writers who were influenced by E. Lask and
Husserl included Karl Jaspers, Georg Lukács and Ernst Bloch. It was
within this fountain of academic development in philosophy, history and
sociology that Löwith’s intellectual interests were formed.

Löwith’s academic publications are extensive, but they are primarily
journal articles. Some of his philosophical essays have been collected in his
Nature, History and Existentialism and Other Essays (Löwith, 1966). His



collected bibliography was edited by Klaus Stichweh in Von Hegel zu
Nietzsche (Löwith, 1986) and a further version is to be found in Löwith’s
Samtliche Schriften (Löwith, 1981) which was edited by Klaus Stichweh and
Marc B. de Launay. Löwith’s reputation, especially outside German aca-
demic life, is based on three major texts, namely Max Weber and Karl Marx
(Löwith, 1982) in 1932, From Hegel to Nietzsche (Löwith, 1964) in 1941, and
Meaning in History (Löwith, 1970).

He published a number of short autobiographical essays of which the
most interesting is Mein Leben in Deutschland vor und nach 1933 (Löwith,
1986) which was written in Japan in 1939. This text is important because it
contains an account of his meeting with Heidegger in 1936, and his reflec-
tions on Heidegger’s philosophy in the context of German fascism. Löwith
met Heidegger for the last time in 1936, when Heidegger was giving some
lectures at the German–Italian Culture Institute. Löwith, Heidegger’s
student and now an exile from Germany, was particularly distressed by the
fact that Heidegger wore the Party insignia on his lapel during a family
excursion to Frascati and Tusculum. Löwith remarked that Heidegger
‘wore it during his entire stay in Rome, and it had obviously not occurred
to him that the swastika was out of place while spending the day with me’
(Löwith, 1988: 115). Löwith’s Heidegger: Denker in Dürftiger Zeit (Löwith,
1953) has yet to be translated. 

Löwith’s social theory was closely bound up with his intellectual
engagement with Heidegger and hence with the problems of theological
thought in the modern world. His constant concern with the problems of
faith and scepticism (Löwith, 1951) was a product of the sense of crisis in
post-war Germany and intellectually a product of his study of Kierkegaard
and Heidegger. The presuppositions behind Max Weber and Karl Marx were
primarily theological, but they are derived from a theology which was in
large measure post-Christian. Of course, Löwith’s intellectual and personal
relationship with Heidegger cannot be easily separated from Heidegger’s
problematic and controversial relationship with fascism. Heidegger’s per-
sonal commitment to National Socialism cannot be seriously doubted
(Farias, 1987). What is at issue is whether there was some necessary or ‘nat-
ural’ relationship between Heidegger’s philosophy of Being and his views
on fascism (Wolin, 1988).

In this respect, Löwith’s perspective on this issue is intrinsically inter-
esting, because he recognized an analytical relationship between
Heidegger’s existentialist analysis of Da-sein as involving an authentic
capacity-for-Being which is specific to each individual and which is an
expression of their particular historical circumstances. Each individual is
faced with the possibility of choice and personal responsibility. In fact
within the context of the unfolding of German history, there is a duty
(Mussen) to take a personal responsibility for one’s Being. Löwith recog-
nized some affinity between Carl Schmitt’s ‘decisionism’ in political
philosophy and Heidegger’s existential notion of the ‘throwness’ of Being.
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One might also suggest a parallel between this Heideggerian notion of
existential responsibility and Weber’s famous and influential notion of the
ethic of responsibility, which Weber connected to the ideas of calling and
personality. For Weber, the ethic of responsibility finds its most elevated
expression in the callings or vocations of science and politics. It is an inter-
esting coincidence that Weber’s inaugural address for the chair of eco-
nomics was also delivered at the University of Freiburg in 1895 in which
Weber also alluded, in language which self-consciously borrowed from
Nietzsche, to the need for strong political decision making if Germany was
to survive in a competitive international context. 

However, there is also a relationship between Hitler’s idea of destiny,
the fate of the German nation and his own charismatic calling to leadership.
The facticity of our being propels us to a choice in which we may experience
an authentication of life. Hitler’s choice is one illustration of these ideas, but
Heidegger’s own rectorship of the University of Freiburg is another.
Heidegger expressed these ideas about the authenticity of being and history
in his ‘The Self-Affirmation of the German University’, the famous
Rekoratsrede of 1933. In his momentous decision to act as rector and to sup-
port the National Socialist cause within the University, Heidegger’s
philosophy was transformed into contemporary German reality, ‘and thus
for the first time the master’s will to action finds suitable terrain and
the formal outline of the existential categories receives decisive content’
(Löwith, 1988: 125).

Löwith and the Meaning of History

It is important to emphasize Löwith’s academic relationship to Heidegger
in order to understand Löwith’s intellectual development, but more
importantly to grasp his approach to Marx and Weber. Löwith’s social phi-
losophy is based on the view that the decisive feature of western culture is
to be located in the break between the classical world-view in which there
is no history but the harmonious repetition of the same and the Christian
Weltanschauung in which the advent of Christ creates a teleological frame-
work for reality. History now has a meaning, which is primarily the reve-
lation of grace through the creation and fall of man, the advent, death and
resurrection of Christ, the lives of the saints and the Church, and ultimately
the creation of a Second Kingdom. Whereas the classical world recognized
the existence of a perfectly organized cosmos that was rational, Christian
theology saw reality in terms of a divine telos, but also recognized that the
ways of God to humanity were often obscure. Indeed the Beatitudes,
which for example appear to celebrate the frailty and humility of
Christians, express irrational values from the perspective of Greek ratio-
nalism. Christian theology has thus typically seen the Christian gospel as
an offence to a rational mind, because Christianity rests ultimately on faith
and not upon reason.



This fundamental historical contrast, perhaps the original quarrel
between the ancients and the moderns, shaped Löwith’s entire approach to
modern social theory, in particular his approach to Marx and Weber. It was
for example the basic theme of Meaning in History and it shaped his
approach to Hegel and Nietzsche in his famous account of the ‘revolu-
tionary bridge in nineteenth-century German thought’ (Löwith, 1964). To
take one illustration of his approach, Löwith thought that Nietzsche’s prob-
lematic commitment to the doctrine of Eternal Recurrence was not an aber-
ration but the core of Nietzsche’s philosophy (Löwith, 1945). It was
Nietzsche’s views on the problem of history and the doctrine of the Eternal
Recurrence which were constitutive of his ultimately ambiguous approach
to religion, the problems of values and classical Greece. Nietzsche rejected
Christianity as a form of decadence – as a form of neurosis – but he also
recognized the radical implications of Christian eschatology. He was also
aware that the modern doctrine of progress (and possibly the Darwinistic
version of the idea of progress) were secularized versions of the Christian
view of history as a progression of the faithful to the Kingdom of God. For
Nietzsche, the Eternal Recurrence and its prophet Dionysus is an important
component in his attempt to bring about a transvaluation of values. The
Eternal Recurrence is seen by Nietzsche as a ‘yes-saying philosophy’ of self-
affirmation against the Christian doctrine of a unique creation. Yet, as
Löwith points out, Nietzsche is a modern man, who found an unconditional
acceptance of the classical world-view problematic. Thus Nietzsche’s ‘great
effort to remarry man’s destiny to cosmic fate or to “translate man back into
nature” as the original text could not but be frustrated’ (Löwith, 1945: 283).
Nietzsche’s argument is, as a consequence, inconsistent. Nietzsche wanted
to assert that the Eternal Recurrence was an objective fact which could be
proved by modern physics and mathematics, but frequently presented the
doctrine as a moral perspective or subjective viewpoint. Nietzsche was
committed to a version of individuality in which human beings have to tri-
umph over the limitations of society and history. This individuality was
expressed in the idea that the principal task of every human being is to
become who they are. This Nietzschean version of individuality, which is
essentially a modern view, could not be reconciled with the classical idea
that the world is simply an eternal cycle of impersonal repetition. In a world
which threatens human beings by its aimlessness and lack of purpose, it is
the nature of human beings to will to power. For Nietzsche, human beings
will always prefer to will nothingness than not to will at all. The failure of
Nietzsche’s doctrine of the Eternal Recurrence ‘was not that he revived the
classical vision of the kosmos as an eternal recurrence of the same, but that
he attempted to establish its truth by his own creative will, under the title
of a “will to power”’ (Löwith, 1952: 92).

This general view of the philosophy of history provides the context for
Löwith’s view of Marx. For Löwith, Marx’s historical materialism is a secu-
larized version of the Christian teleology. Despite the scientific vocabulary
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of the Marxist vision of history, Löwith treats Marx’s philosophy of history
as a global vision which depends fundamentally on the Christian scheme
of eschatology, the doctrine of the Last Days and the Restoration of man to
Grace. In Marxism, ‘history’ is located in the long interval between the loss
of communal innocence in primitive communism and its restoration in the
final transition to communism. The vale of tears in the Marxist historical
framework is occupied by the creation of private property, the division of
labour, the organization of a market by exchange values, and the brutal-
ization of the working class by capitalists. In short, history is to do with
human alienation. This interpretation of Marxism has often been challenged
by Marxists who want to reject any association between Christianity and
Marxism, but it is an association which is difficult to dispel. For example,
the young Lukács’s view of history as a series of revolutions, which has the
effect of bringing about moral purification and redemption, had a defi-
nitely apocalyptic quality. Lukács is also highly relevant in this context,
since it was Lukács’s theory of alienation that combined Weber’s theme of
rationalization with a Marxist analysis of reification.4

Löwith identified the theme of alienation in Marx’s social theory as con-
stitutive of Marx’s entire project. For Löwith, the theme of ‘man’s self-
alienation in the early writings of Marx’ (Löwith, 1954) was not merely an
optional extra or a youthful aberration relating to Marx’s humanism, but
in fact a perspective which integrates the early writings on the anthro-
pological condition of ‘man’ and the later writings on economic processes.
Löwith takes a strong stand, therefore, on the integration and integrity of
Marx’s work as a whole. Marx’s starting point is a critique of bourgeois
social reality which is defined principally in terms of the alienation of human
beings from themselves. Thus, Capital ‘is not simply a critique of political
economy but a critique of the man of bourgeois society in terms of that
society’s economy’ (Löwith, 1954: 215). The ‘man of bourgeois society’ is
characterized by the separation of the private world of individualized pri-
vate property and morality and the public realm of dignity and reason.
Marx explored this problem of self-alienation and externalization through
religion, the economy and the polity. In religious alienation, the natural
powers of ‘man’ are transferred to the divine powers of God (Feuerbach,
1957); economic alienation takes the form of commodification and, ideo-
logically, as the fetishization of commodities; political self-estrangement is
constituted by the separation of state and society; its social expression in
capitalism is the historical creation of an alienated proletariat. Löwith
never departed from this perspective on Marxism in which Marx’s politi-
cal economy is founded on the existential problem of the human condition.

Max Weber and Karl Marx

I have already indicated why Löwith’s account of Marx and Weber has
remained an original and powerful contribution to the development of
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social theory: it was thoroughly grounded in a philosophical understanding
of the central issue of modern philosophy, namely the relationship
between essence and existence. Löwith approaches Marx’s materialist
theory as a radicalization of Hegel’s idealism: Marx’s solution was to argue
that in communism at the ‘end’ of history the individual essence of each
human being is overcome and resolved (Aufhebung) in communal exis-
tence. This Heideggerian question concerning existence which Löwith
poses in relation to Marx’s materialism, provides the link between Marx’s
philosophical anthropology, Weber’s post-Christian existentialism and the
postmodern, deconstructive writings of Derrida and Vattimo.

It is not necessary to attempt to summarize the specific arguments of
Löwith’s Max Weber and Karl Marx. My aim is to pick out certain aspects of
Löwith’s account which relate to this ‘anthropological concern’. This selec-
tive commentary provides the framework within which one can then ask
the question: what is enduring in Löwith’s social theology?

To start with an apparently trivial observation, it is interesting to note
that this is a study of Weber and Marx, not Marx and Weber. In other
words, we can read this as an interpretation of Marx through a prior and
more fundamental study of Weber. One can imagine that Weber was polit-
ically not congenial to Löwith, given Weber’s nationalism and authori-
tarian view of German politics (Mommsen, 1989). Löwith appears to be
uncomfortable with the harsh words of Weber’s Freiburg lecture in which
Weber, in reviewing the political failure of both the Prussian Junkers and
the bourgeoisie, ‘presented some unpalatable truths to his own class’.
However, Weber was part of a circle of German intellectuals which was
greatly exercised by the historical role of Protestantism in western culture
and by the general problem of Christianity in relation to the development
of secular, bourgeois capitalism. Indeed, Weber’s celebrated ‘Protestant
Ethic thesis’ can be understood as a specific contribution to this theological
debate in which some of the most important contributions came from else-
where, such as from the theology of Ernst Troeltsch (1931). It is also clear
that Löwith sympathizes with Weber’s epistemological critique
of Marxism as a ‘science’, a critique which was to some extent compatible
with Heidegger’s own deconstructive techniques. Löwith’s study has,
therefore, to be read from the perspective of Weber’s criticisms of Marxism
as a ‘science’ which had not faced up to the problems of Nietzsche’s
perspectivism.

One can thus argue that the most important feature of Löwith’s inter-
pretation of Weber is that he analyses Weber’s philosophy of social science
as the foundation of his sociology. This strategic reading of Weber is some-
what unusual because, as Friedrich Tenbruck (1980) has constantly com-
plained, Weber’s Wissenschaftslehre has been neglected by sociologists.
While many students are familiar with the essay on ‘“Objectivity” in social
science and social policy’ (Weber, 1949) in the collection edited by Edward
Shils and Henry Finch, the importance of Weber’s methodological essays
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for understanding Weber’s sociology as a whole has been undervalued.
The brilliance of Löwith’s approach is that he shows, at least implicitly, that
both Weber’s analysis of the ‘bourgeois capitalist world’ and his philoso-
phy of the social sciences flow from a single source, namely the human
problems of a world in which God is dead.

Weber accepted Nietzsche’s argument that knowledge (‘truth’) is
always knowledge from a particular perspective, that is from the stand-
point of a system of values. Because God is dead, there is no grounding by
which one perspective could have legitimacy over other perspectives.
‘Truth’ is therefore provisional and it is practical in the sense that it is rele-
vant to specific aims and purposes. In contemporary terminology because
there are no ‘grand narratives’ (Lyotard, 1979), we are confronted with
many different, local, conflicting ‘truths’. Weber’s entire sociology, but
especially his commentaries on the problem of understanding (Verstehend)
the meaning of social actions, was an attempt to come to terms with
this problem.

An examination of Weber’s substantive historical research, his writing
on sociological theory and his essays on the philosophy of social science
leaves one with the conclusion that Weber was never able to resolve the
epistemological problems of sociology. For example, Weber was unable to
provide a satisfactory definition of the ideal type of rational action (Sica,
1988) – an ideal type which is fundamental to the whole structure of
Weber’s sociological work. The ambiguities of Weber’s sociology reside in
the fact that, while he recognized the problem of Nietzsche’s perspectiv-
ism, he was reluctant to accept its logical implications that all social science
propositions about ‘social reality’ were purely provisional approxima-
tions and that they were products of the particular presuppositions of the
scientist. Thus, 

A chaos of ‘existential judgments’ about countless individual events would
be the only result of a serious attempt to analyze reality ‘without presupposi-
tions’... Order is brought into this chaos only on the condition that in every
case only a part of concrete reality is interesting and significant to us, because
only it is related to the cultural values with which we approach reality.

(Weber, 1949: 78)

In order to try to make this construction of presuppositions scientifically
systematic, Weber developed the ideal type as a selection from reality, and
tried to establish a coherent approach to concepts such as ethical neutral-
ity, value judgement and value relevance, but it is very doubtful that this
attempt at clarification was genuinely successful. However, what emerges
from his deliberations is the conviction that social science cannot be pre-
suppositionless, that value judgement is inevitable, and that the ‘laws’ of
history were merely heuristic devices. The result was a devastating criti-
que of the claims made by Marxists that political economy was an exact
science which could predict the collapse of capitalism with precision. The
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‘economic interpretation’ of history was merely a one-sided perspective
which could be challenged by an equally one-sided spiritual interpretation.

The significance of Weber’s extreme form of nominalism and construc-
tivism is not what it tells us about his methodological agnosticism, but
what it tells us about Weber’s ‘ontological insecurity’ (Giddens, 1990: 92).
As Löwith points out, Weber’s methodological scepticism emerges out of
his bleak view of ‘man’ in bourgeois society:

The ideal typical ‘construct’ is based upon a human being who is specifically
‘free of illusions’, thrown back upon itself by a world which has become
objectively meaningless and sober and to this extent emphatically ‘realistic’. 

(Löwith,  1982: 38)

Weber’s methodological individualism meant that social science concepts
such as the economy and the state could not be interpreted as referring to
objective, substantive phenomena. However, Weber’s criticisms were not
simply suggesting that collectivist, reified concepts were unscientific. He
objected to the reification of concepts ‘because such a view would be
enmeshed in transcendent prejudices and ideals, while the world in which
we are situated no longer justifies prejudices of that particular sort’
(Löwith, 1982: 39).

Now the meaningless of this world has, according to Weber, been
brought about paradoxically as a consequence of rationalization. As the
world has become more routinized and rationalized, so it has become more
disenchanted. Rationalization has destroyed the magic garden of faith and
certainty, but it has not produced an alternative set of values which are
credible. Science itself is not a value system, because it is primarily con-
cerned with means rather than with ends. As the reflexive rationalism of
the process of modernization has cut away the roots of the old monotheis-
tic faiths, we are left in a world of competing, incommensurable values.
Weber thus saw modern societies as cultural arenas within which there
was a struggle between polytheistic values for social dominance.

Given deeply seated ontological insecurity, what responses might be
possible on the part of a human being? In Weber’s sociology, we find many
clues and answers which were never presented in a single place. However,
the two essays on ‘Science as a vocation’ and ‘Politics as a vocation’ (Gerth
and Mills, l991) provide us with a reasonably systematic summary. Weber
was highly critical of those social groups or movements which sought to
escape from the reality of this existential dilemma by for example retreat-
ing into the arms of the Church. Weber also rejected the possibility of
embracing the Party. Marxism for Weber involved a further rationalization
of life by regulating the market, controlling investment and centralizing
authority. Marxism would intensify the negative impact of instrumental
rationality on the life-world. He was equally critical of the emerging
Freudian solution which sought a ‘hygienic’ answer to ethical dilemmas.
He had more sympathy with the eudamonian and erotic response of the



followers of Otto Gross who created small affective communities in search
of sexual authenticity. Weber was also impressed by the prophetic writings
of Stefan George and the circle of influential philosophers and artists that
gathered around George at Heidelberg, but Weber could not believe that
prophetic poetry was an adequate response to the rationalized world of
bourgeois capitalism (Stauth and Turner, 1992).

Weber’s own response to the crisis of perspectivism can be found in his
discussion of ‘personality’ and in ‘the ethic of responsibility’, both of which
are discussed by Löwith. As we will notice, Weber’s response has a close
affinity to Heidegger’s view that responsibility and calling are necessary
features of an adequate orientation to the daunting contingency of our
being-in-the-world. Although human beings can never fully escape from
the iron cage of the rationalized world of bourgeois capitalism, we have a
duty to face up to this reality and in the process we become committed to
the development of personality.

Now by ‘personality’, Weber does not have in mind a psychological
construct. Rather ‘personality’ refers to a life-plan or a structure within
which the chaotic events of the life-cycle can be located. A ‘personality’ is
an organization of life-events which permits an individual to mature and
develop. In this respect, Weber’s ‘personality’ may have much in common
with the ideal of the educated and civilized person of the educated middle
classes of Germany (Bildungsbürgertum) and can also be seen as the socio-
logical legacy of Goethe’s Bildungsroman. Weber’s view is that authenticity
consists in ‘facing up to reality’ and in making a conscious choice about a
life-style which can be rationally defended. Authentic personality involves
a certain degree of isolation and separation in order to bring up a reflexive
ordering of one’s own personal and social reality. Weber’s model of charis-
matic authority and authenticity has a close relationship to this heroic
image of personality, but it was also captured in his contrast between the
‘ethic of ultimate values’ and the ‘ethic of responsibility’. A rational per-
sonality is faced in principle by two competing but viable life-strategies.
One can either stand by one’s own values, regarding them as having an
absolute authority, and make decisions by reference to these transcendental
standards, without regard for consequences and implications. Alternatively,
it is possible to organize one’s life by reference to responsibility for more
limited objectives and tasks, paying close attention to consequences and
implications. Weber felt that the ethic of absolute ends had been rendered
impossible and archane by secular social changes. A modern person could
really only choose an ethic of responsibility, knowing that our values are
not absolute but provisional, not universal but local.

Weber’s difficult and hesitant attempts to formulate a response to the
modern fragmentation of values and pluralization of life-worlds were
finally expressed in the idea of Beruf, namely a calling or vocation. The
term clearly has a religious connotation as a calling to service in the
work of God. The idea of a ‘vocation’ is still associated with the idea of a
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spiritual vocation. Weber, accepting that secularization was a necessary
feature of rationalization, rejected the possibility of a religious vocation as
a personal solution to the meaninglessness of a rationalized social order,
and accepted instead that an ethic of responsibility was perhaps best
expressed through either a vocation in politics or a vocation in science.
These concepts were fully articulated in two public lectures which Weber
gave towards the end of his life in which he challenged the youth of a
defeated Germany to face up to the tasks of their time and their generation:
either search for truth and personal authenticity in the contemplative life
of the world of science, a world we might add which was presupposition-
less, or grasp the harsh and difficult post-war social and economic issues
of Germany through a life of political action. One aspect of the tragedy of
Weber’s own life was that he was unable to fulfil his political ambitions in
a life of practical politics and that, while he was a formidable scholar, he
had relatively little impact in his own lifetime on the development of
German social science. As Löwith tersely notes: ‘it is characteristic of
Weber that he did not in any way found a “school”’ (Löwith, 1982: 21).

Weber’s existential solution to the crisis of late nineteenth-century
German culture was in terms of an ethic of responsibility and in terms of
the notion of ‘character’ or personality. This solution as we have seen is full
of complexity and uncertainty. For example, if rationality itself has been
questioned by the very process of rationalization, is it possible to sustain
the idea of a rational personality with a life-project and a set of norms
about responsibility? In addition to the ambiguities of Weber’s ideas about
personality, it is also important to keep in mind that Weber’s own answers
were the cultural product of the Bildungsbürgertum tradition. This tradition
assumed that a cultivated person should attempt to adhere to a number of
civilized criteria of personal existence which included inner loneliness,
personal cultivation, responsibility and loyalty. These values were the val-
ues of the old German educational elite, but these values were under attack
from new social forces and conditions which were broadly associated with
urban capitalism (Ringer, 1969). In particular, Weber was only too con-
scious that the processes of specialization with the rationalization of soci-
ety made the achievement of personal integrity and wholeness extremely
difficult to achieve. This anxiety was the basis of Weber’s pessimistic com-
ments in the conclusion of The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism
about hedonists without a heart and vocational men without a soul.
Specialization negated the whole tradition of the cultivated personality
with broad interests and a general education, namely the enlightenment
values of the age of Goethe. The tragic vision which characterizes Weber’s
despair was an effect of social changes in Germany which threatened these
honorific standards.

To summarize Löwith’s account of Weber and Marx in terms of ‘this
underlying anthropological concern’, there was a fundamental conver-
gence in basic values, but in terms of their response to the alienating
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features of bourgeois society, there was also a basic divergence. From
Weber’s philosophy of social science, Löwith showed how the underlying
problems of a presuppositionless sociology were connected with Weber’s
attempt to come to terms with Nietzsche, in particular with the diagnosis
of value pluralism and debasement as ‘the death of God’. Weber’s ‘sub-
stantive sociology’ was consequently shaped and organized around a
theme of rationalization. This historical motif involves the complex of
ideas that the world has become secular or disenchanted, that scientific
ideas (instrumental rationalization) pervade everyday life, that there has
been a specialization of social activities and authority, and that finally the
world has been rendered increasingly meaningless by the erosion of
charisma, religion or enchantment. For Weber, the world is predictable, but
without an authoritative purpose, that is without grand narratives.

Within this broad scenario, we might distinguish between a specific
and a general issue. Weber responded to the specific crisis of post-war
Germany in terms of a nationalistic politics which was designed to mini-
mize the magnitude of Germany’s defeat. Weber’s political sociology with
its emphasis on the strong state, charismatic leadership and plebiscitary
democracy was directed to the problem of Germany’s position in world
politics. When Löwith argued that Weber offered a diagnosis but not a
therapy, this observation cannot apply to Weber’s orientation to the speci-
fic crisis of Germany. Weber’s answer may not be entirely palatable, but it
was not based on acquiescence, quietism and retreatism. It was not merely
a diagnosis. Weber’s answer was quite specific: Germany must be a strong
state. It was in terms of the macro-cultural characteristics of modern soci-
ety where Weber adhered to a more pessimistic and negative world-view.
For Weber, there was ultimately no clear escape from the iron cage of spe-
cialization and rationalization. Here the only plausible answer was one of
stoical resolve.

The differences between Weber and Marx over these political issues
were clear. While Marx also saw the bourgeois capitalist world in terms of
self-alienation, Marx’s teleology, which was the legacy of Hegel’s secular-
ized Christian theology, presented the historical role of the proletariat in
terms of a resolution of the contradictions of bourgeois society. The prole-
tarian victory would bring to an end the exploitation of human labour, the
divisions of the private and the public realm, and the alienation of human
beings. Marx’s utopian vision of the end of history is, as Löwith argues, a
powerful illustration of the chiliastic imagination which down the cen-
turies has challenged ideologies which have celebrated and legitimized the
permanency of existing social relations.5 Whereas Weber’s existential solu-
tion was individualistic, inward and despairing, Marx’s solution was col-
lectivist, external and hopeful. However, we have to keep in mind that
Marx’s own views on ‘man’s self-alienation’ were eventually transformed
into ‘vulgar Marxism’ in which the economic base mechanically deter-
mines the superstructure, and as Löwith points out, ‘This is how Weber
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also regarded Marxism and combated it as a dogmatically economistic
historical materialism’ (Löwith, 1982: 68).

Löwith�s legacy

Löwith’s work will survive as a sensitive and informed study of
Heideggerian existentialism, and also as a study which is located in the
European sociological tradition of Weber and Marx. In its own way,
Löwith’s commentary is simultaneously an analysis of the human condi-
tion in bourgeois capitalism, namely an analysis of the paradoxical con-
tingency and rationality, autonomy and alienation of modern times. What
Löwith’s approach does, in fact, is to question the simplistic dichotomies of
spirituality/materiality and idealism/materialism. While ‘vulgar Marxism’
had constructed Marxism as a deterministic science of the mode of pro-
duction, Löwith’s probing of the anthropological concern of Marx’s social
theory presented a very different perspective on Marx as a philosopher
who sought to comprehend the dilemmas of human beings within the
ancient debate about essence and existence. In fact, Marx attempted in the
‘Theses on Feuerbach’ to throw off the old materialism which was deter-
ministic and mechanical by taking on board the voluntaristic view of
action in the old idealism. In this respect, both Weber and Marx emerge as
critics of simplistic empiricism. Thus, one aspect of the legacy of Löwith is
this sensitive appreciation for the complexity of the idea of ‘materiality’ in
relation to any understanding of existence.

In retrospect we may see one of the great changes in western  philoso-
phy in the twentieth century in terms of the critique of Cartesian dualism,
which provided the foundation of western philosophy since Descartes’s
publications on method. Descartes’s famous foundation for modern
science (cogito ergo sum) presented the idea of reality as a passive object,
which the active, rational mind could comprehend directly without meta-
physical presuppositions. Cartesianism was thus the origin of the sub-
ject/object division and also the dualism of mind and body. Western
thought has wrestled with these ideas for decades, but in the twentieth
century there has been, from many starting points, a concerted critique of
the principal assumptions of mind/body dualism and the subject/object
dichotomy. Husserl’s Cartesian meditations have thus been critical for the
philosophical development of Heidegger, Ricouer, Merleau-Ponty and
Derrida. To simplify the issues, twentieth-century philosophy has broadly
argued that reality cannot be separated from the knowing subject, because
‘reality’ is in some sense ‘produced’ by the paradigms which seek to
understand it, and secondly mind and body are not separate; rather,
according to writers like Merleau-Ponty, we are ‘embodied’. In a more
technical parlance, much of modern philosophy from Nietzsche onwards
has been concerned to undermine the philosophical credibility and impor-
tance of the transcendental subject. The importance of these developments,



especially in the work of Husserl, Lukács and Heidegger, has been
captured by Goldmann:

Man is not opposite the world which he tries to understand and upon which
he acts, but within this world which he is a part of, and there is no radical
break between the meaning he is trying to find or introduce into his own
existence. This meaning, common to both individual and collective life,
common as much to humanity as, ultimately, to the universe, is called history.

(Goldmann, 1977: 6)

These philosophical arguments have, as it were, restored the human body
to agency and cognition, and they have asserted the importance of factual,
everyday reality to our practical embodiment. This attempt to understand
everyday life is captured in the terminology of Lebenswelt (life-world), habi-
tus and the immediate daily life. These ideas which have been crucial to
mainstream philosophy have also found their way into the sociological
work of Agnes Heller, Pierre Bourdieu and Jürgen Habermas, but they also
played a part in the development of symbolic interactionism and ethno-
methodology. The idea of everyday life is important in understanding the
temporality of embodiment in a specific place; this idea of the intimate rela-
tionship between practice, body and place is fundamental, for example, to
Bourdieu’s attempt to provide a sociological critique of Kant’s individualis-
tic and neutral or disinterested notion of taste (Bourdieu, 1984).

In fact the body is crucial as both metaphor and concept in the ‘materi-
alism’ of Marx and Heidegger, and this common theme further helps us
to grasp the original nature of Löwith’s approach to Weber and Marx. In
this respect, it is absurd to suggest that while Marx and Lukács share a
set of ideas about existence in common with Heidegger, there is one criti-
cal difference, namely that ‘the latter conceived human being metaphysi-
cally’ (Feenberg, 1981: 7). Heidegger’s whole philosophy was constructed
to bring a final end to metaphysics and his view of existence is specifically
materialistic.

In the rather special terminology which Heidegger developed in order
to articulate his critical views on abstract notions of Being, he constantly
employs the idea of hand and place. Thus, as we have seen already, exis-
tence for Heidegger is captured by Da-sein (‘Being-there’). But Da-sein also
functions in Heidegger’s philosophy as a substitute for ‘man’ or ‘subject’.
Similarly, the all-important contrast between Zuhandenheit and Vorhand-
enheit perfectly indicates the centrality of the hand in Heidegger’s philoso-
phy (Turner, 1992). Zuhandenheit is the equivalent in some respects of
Marx’s notion of praxis. Zuhandenheit or ‘manipulability’ literally means
‘readiness-to-hand’, but it signifies something very special about human
beings: their great capacity for manipulating and transforming their mate-
rial world, namely the practical character of human beings. Vorhandenheit
(literally ‘before the hand’ or ‘presence-at-hand’), by contrast, is that which
is there but also that which presents itself to us as objective reality.
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Vorhandenheit is everything which exists objectively outside or other than
Da-sein. Presence-to-hand refers to the obstinacy and obduracy of the
world of things. For Heidegger, the authenticity of existence or Being
(Da-sein) is an aspect of the dialectic of readiness-to-hand and presence-to-
hand in everyday life. Authenticity appears to be present in the very inti-
macy of the here-and-now world to the human hand. It is for this reason
that Heidegger saw the development of technology such as the typewriter
as a reification or alienation of the human capacities for immediacy in the
direct manipulability of the readiness-to-hand. Thus, the Heideggerian
concern for the authenticity of Being in a world of reified objects is paral-
lel to Lukács’s development of the concept of reification from Marx’s
notion of the fetishism of commodities.

Goldmann argues persuasively that this Heideggerian formula of
Zuhandenheit/Vorhandenheit functions in Heideggerian philosophy as
the counter-part to the Marxist idea of the ‘identity of the subject and
the object’:

By replacing ‘totality’ with ‘Sein’ (‘Being’), and ‘subject’ with Da-sein (‘Being-
there’), Heidegger creates a terminology which undoubtedly has the advan-
tage of expressing, in the very structure of the formula, both the identity and
the relative difference of the two concepts. He is then able to criticise ... any
philosophy which still uses the terms ‘subject’-’object’ as continuing in the
wake of traditional ontology in relation to which his own thought would
constitute a radical break.

(Goldmann, 1977: 13–14)

Heidegger’s analysis of Being cannot be properly described, therefore, as
metaphysical. But Heidegger attempted to develop an analysis of authen-
ticity/inauthenticity at the level of ontology rather than of sociology. If
there is a difference between Heidegger and Lukács, then it is in terms of
Lukács’s efforts to understand reification/inauthentication in the historical
context of the development of the capitalist mode of production. Here
again Weber and Marx could be said to converge, as Löwith suggests, in
their critical understanding of capitalism in relation to Being via the con-
cepts of rationalization and alienation. While both Marx and Weber have
an ontological theory about the practical nature of human existence, they
attempted to understand the problems of existence in bourgeois capitalism
through a profound historical analysis of the development of the western
world through slavery, feudalism and capitalism.

Notes

1 Throughout this discussion of philosophical anthropology in Marx and Weber,
I shall use the term ‘man’ rather than its more appropriate alternatives such as ‘human-
ity’ or ‘human beings’. Neither Marx nor Weber worked in a context where feminist crit-
icism of sexist language was available. It is not entirely appropriate to correct their
language. There is, however, an issue as to whether the underlying assumptions of late
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nineteenth-century philosophical anthropology gave a privileged perspective to men in
its analysis of the human condition.

2 There are reasons to be uncertain about referring to Heidegger as an existentialist.
In this chapter, I shall follow Löwith (1948) in taking existentialism to be a philosophical
perspective which treats the position of human beings as precarious creatures who
inhabit a reality which is contingent, which argues therefore that existence precedes
essence and which consequently regards the world as meaningless. Existentialism in its
modern form is secular in denying that the world is shaped by a divine plan. As a result,
one can argue that some aspects of Weberian sociology, with its emphasis on the ethic of
responsibility, personality and choice, are compatible with existentialism (Löwith,
1982: 47).

3 Heidegger has been fundamental to the development of contemporary post-
modernism. It is, for example, interesting to recall that Gianni Vattimo the author of The
End of Modernity (1988) was a student of Löwith’s at Heidelberg in the 1960s. Vattimo’s
understanding of postmodernism starts with the problem of history in Nietzsche and
Heidegger, a problem which was also crucial to Löwith’s understanding of Christian
eschatology (Löwith, 1946).

4 Lucien Goldmann’s neglected but important study of Lukács and Heidegger (1977)
should be read in conjunction with Löwith’s study of Weber and Marx. I have drawn
extensively on this study to understand the complex meanings of reality, existence and
materialism in Heidegger and Lukács. Goldmann has also been, perhaps indirectly, con-
cerned with the origins of existentialism in his brilliant commentaries on Pascal in his
study of the Jansenist movement in France in The Hidden God (Goldmann, 1964).
Although Goldmann attempts to show how the transformation of the French class struc-
ture was a condition of the rise of the deterministic ideology of Jansenist soteriology, the
hidden God of seventeenth-century France has a similar function to the dead God of
Nietzsche’s philosophy of the will. Both doctrines address the forlorn status of ‘man’ in
the universe.

5 Mannheim’s analysis of the history of utopian thought, which involved, amongst
other cases, a study of the Anabaptists and socialist sects has provided the classical ref-
erence point for this debate (Mannheim, 1991). In twentieth-century Marxism, Ernst
Bloch’s monumental The Principle of Hope is an outstanding attempt to defend the idea
that human beings qua human beings can only survive on the basis of some utopian com-
mitment to the future as the Yet-To-Be (Bloch, 1969).
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CHAPTER 4

MAX WEBER ON ECONOMY
AND SOCIETY 

Introduction: Approaching Max Weber

It is common to refer to concepts which are the subject of endless dispute
as ‘essentially contested’ (Gallie, 1955–6). We might usefully extend the
idea to talk about ‘essentially contested authors’, that is authors the inter-
pretation of whom gives rise inevitably and endlessly to controversy. Max
Weber (1864–1920) is pre-eminently such an author. In recent years there
has been a great revival of interest in Weber and Weberian sociology, but
we do not appear to be anywhere near a scholarly consensus about the
importance or meaning of his work. Weber has been attacked as a reac-
tionary prophet of despair, as a bourgeois sociologist whose views on dom-
ination were part of the background of fascism, as one of the greatest
minds of the twentieth century, or as a philosopher of modernity whose
views on rationalization prepared the way towards the current dispute
between modernists and postmodernists. These disputes over the meaning
of Weber’s work are ironic, since Weber regarded the interpretation of
meanings which actors attach to social action as an essential aspect of soci-
ology as a science. For Weber, sociology was interpretative sociology (ver-
stehende soziologie). In interpreting Weber, there is the problem of whether
Weber’s work contradicts itself, namely whether Weber’s own method-
ological writings are undermined by his substantive research (Scaff, 1984;
Turner, 1974). There is the deeper question of whether Weber the person
contradicts his work.

The aim of this chapter is to consider these changing interpretations of
Weber’s sociology as an appreciation of the enduring merits of Hans Gerth
and C. Wright Mills’s introduction to Weber (Gerth and Mills, 1948). Their
selections and translations from Weber remain one of the most balanced
introductions to Weber, in English, which we possess. Furthermore, given
the notorious difficulties of Weber’s German, they have offered us a lucid,
but accurate translation. At the time of the publication of their selections
little of Weber’s sociology had appeared in English translation, apart from
Parsons’s translation of The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism
(Weber, 1930). In 1944, J.P. Mayer published a valuable study of Weber’s
political sociology in his Max Weber and German Politics (Mayer, 1944). Of
course, almost half a century after From Max Weber appeared, we have
access to a far greater range of Weber’s sociological publications, including
the monumental Economy and Society (Weber, 1978a). There have also been
re-translations of major parts of Weber’s opus, such as the ‘science as a
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vocation’ lecture (Lassman and Velody, 1989) and various Selections in
Translation (Runciman, 1978). In Germany, the publisher J.C.B. Mohr (Paul
Siebeck) of Tübingen is currently publishing the entire collection of
Weber’s known works. Although there have been great advances in Weber
scholarship, Gerth and Mills’s approach to Weber has retained an original-
ity and freshness which continues to command respect. Anticipating later
commentary, it is valuable to mention two aspects of their approach to
Weber, namely their awareness of the importance of the German philoso-
pher Friedrich Nietzsche on Weber’s world-view and the significance of
Weber’s interest in military and political questions for his general socio-
logy of historical change.

Weber�s Life

Weber’S life has been the subject of a number of major inquiries. It is
important to stress the fact that the biography by Weber’s wife is both an
essential text for any scholarly understanding of Weber, and a work of con-
siderable literary and historical merit in its own right (Marianne Weber,
1926). There are also a number of major general discussions of Weber’s life
in relation to his intellectual development. In this context it is necessary to
refer to Rheinhard Bendix’s Max Weber, An Intellectual Portrait (1960), Paul
Honigsheim’s On Max Weber (1968) and, more recently, Dirk Käsler’s Max
Weber (1988). In addition, there are a number of interpretations of Weber’s
sociology which give prominence to certain (alleged) psychological prob-
lems in Weber’s development which are held to explain, or at least throw
light on, aspects of his intellectual development. For example, Weber’s atti-
tudes towards religion and sexuality are often seen in terms of the tensions
between his mother’s spirituality and father’s secularity. Weber’s early let-
ters, especially to his mother, give us a wonderful insight into his develop-
ment. Unfortunately, the Jugendbriefe have yet to be translated into English
(Weber, l936). Arthur Mitzman’s The Iron Cage (1971) has been influential in
identifying the intellectual consequences of Weber’s rift with his father, the
death of his father and his separation from Emmy Baumgarten in 1887.
What emerges from these commentaries is a general understanding of
Weber’s tender but problematic relationship with women (his mother,
Emmy Baumgarten, Marianne Weber and the von Richthofen sisters), and
how these emotional issues form a part of his analysis of asceticism and the
religious calling in his sociology of religion. Although the history of Max
Weber and Marianne Weber in the rise of German feminism has yet to be
written adequately, a valuable insight into the ambiguities of Weber’s atti-
tudes is offered in Green’s study of the von Richthofen sisters (Green, 1974).

Subsequent interpretations of Weberian sociology have drawn atten-
tion to the contradictions between the discipline of intellectual life, the
practical commitments which are necessary for a life in politics, and the



ecstatic intensity of sexual and religious experience (Lepenies, 1985;
Mommsen and Osterhammel, 1987; Turner, 1987). In this perspective,
many of the oppositions and dichotomies in Weberian social theory can be
seen as reflections upon the difference between the Apollonian principles
(of order, form and rationality) and the Dionysian principles (of ecstasy,
energy and creativity) which were explored by Nietzsche in the will-to-
power problematic, and which were subsequently analysed in the literary
masterpieces of Thomas Mann (Stauth and Turner, 1988). The degree to
which these questions in Weber’s academic work can be understood as a
direct consequence of these psychoanalytic constellations is, of course, a
matter of intense dispute.

There is little to be gained from merely repeating the personal and
academic details of Weber’s life, many of which are in any case discussed
in the short but excellent ‘biographical view’ which is presented by Gerth
and Mills (1948). However, while Weber’s biographical details are rela-
tively well known, it is still the case that many commentaries on Weber’s
sociology manage to divorce his sociology from its specific historical con-
text. In my own approach to Weber’s sociology, I take a strong position in
the sociology of knowledge that Weber’s conceptual apparatus is actually
meaningless once divorced from the political issues which he sought to
address in, for example, his political sociology. To take one crucial issue,
Weber’s views on leadership, bureaucracy and class structure were devel-
oped as part of a debate about the future of Germany and the legacy
of Bismarck’s chancellorship. Weber’s apparently formal discussion of
ideal types of leadership and bureaucracy are to be understood as contri-
butions to a (initially) German political problem: clearly this claim does not
in principle preclude the usefulness of Weber’s conceptual apparatus in
other contexts.

It is another feature of the merits of From Max Weber that Gerth and
Mills took this historical and social location of Weber’s sociology very seri-
ously. They noted for example that ‘Max Weber’s life and thought are
expressions of political events and concerns’ (Gerth and Mills, 1948: 32).
One of Weber’s major political anxieties was for the future of a strong
Germany in view of the political vacuum following Bismarck’s resignation
in 1890 (Gall, 1986). Thus, Weber’s arguments in favour of the value neu-
trality and value freedom of sociology should not mislead us into assum-
ing that either Weber or Weber’s sociology were somehow politically
disengaged. On the contrary, even Weber’s discussion of the value neu-
trality of sociology has to be understood in the context of specific problems
in the development of the German university system (Shils, 1976). Thus, in
order to understand Weber’s sociology, we have to understand his aspira-
tions in the context of the changing national and international situation
of Germany.

Max Weber was born in Erfurt, Thuringia in 1864 into an influential
and affluent family, whose background and development exhibit many of
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the virtues which Weber came to explore in his famous ‘Protestant Ethic’
thesis (Weber, 1930), and which Thomas Mann developed in his novel
Buddenbrooks. Weber’s father, himself a member of a linen merchant family
from Bielefeld, Westphalia, was a Councillor of Berlin, deputy of the
Prussian Diet, and National-Liberal member of the Reichstag. Weber grew
up in the Charlottenberg suburb of Berlin in an atmosphere of practical
politics, and throughout his life was torn between a career in politics and
the world of science – a conflict which he came to summarize brilliantly in
his two lectures in 1919 on science as a vocation and politics as a vocation
(Roth and Schluchter, 1979; Turner and Factor, 1984).

Weber’s mother Helene Fallenstein Weber came from south Germany
with a Huguenot background, and it was her austere Puritanism which
came ultimately to shape Weber’s ethical view of discipline, rectitude and
personal ethics. Although he claimed to be ‘religiously unmusical’, it
would be difficult to understate the continuous influence of religious ideas
on his sociology. Weber’s deep interest in the impact of religion on America,
and in the Christian separation of politics and church was associated with
his personal sympathy for the religious doctrines of W.E. Channing; his
sociological analysis of religious institutionalization was a product of the
influence of church historians like Ernst Troeltsch (1912); his conceptual-
ization of charisma and his detailed knowledge of Old Testament prophecy
(Weber, 1966) testify, not only to his profound understanding of the
Abrahamic faiths, but to the moral influence of Israelite prophecy on his
own view of history; and finally, Weber’s view of the tragic character of the
times in which he was living was shaped, above all else, by Nietszche’s
own prophetic proclamation that God was dead in Thus Spake Zarathustra
in 1883–5 (Hollingdale, 1973).

Although Weber’s health was always poor, he undertook his compul-
sory military service in Strasburg, becoming an Unteroffizier in 1884, but he
was clearly relieved to return to his academic studies at the universities of
Berlin and Göttingen, where he continued with his studies of law and his-
tory. Under Professor Goldschmidt, he began to prepare for his doctoral
thesis on the history of commercial societies in the Middle Ages (Zur
Geschichte der Handelgesellschaften im Mittelalter) and he eventually com-
pleted his habilitationschrift on the meaning of the history of Roman agrar-
ian institutions for private and public law (Die römische Agrargeschichte in
ihrer Bedeutung für das Staatsrecht und Privatrecht).

Very few commentaries on Weber’s intellectual orientations have taken
sufficient notice of his abiding focus on legal issues. It is not enough, for
example, merely to take note of the fact that Weber undertook many impor-
tant historical studies in law, which are reflected in the collection Max Weber
on Law in Economy and Society (Rheinstein, 1954), or that Weber treated legal
rationalization as an important foundation of modern capitalist activity.
Among recent evaluations of Weber as a legal theorist, only Anthony T.
Kronman (1983), after Talcott Parsons (1971), has fully understood that
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Weber’s notions of personality and rationality were deeply dependent on
legal ideas of personality and responsibility (Holton and Turner, 1989).

Weber’s legal training should also alert us to the fact that throughout
his academic career he was hesitant about employing the word ‘sociology’
to describe his intellectual endeavours. Nevertheless, an involvement
with social theory and social questions always shaped his approach to
religion, law, politics and history. Thus, Weber joined the Association for
Social Policy (Verein für Sozialpolitik) which had been founded in 1873
primarily by a group of German economists (including Wagner, Schmoller
and Brentano). On behalf of the Association, Weber plunged into a survey
of the position of rural workers in the East-Elbian region of Germany
(Die Lage der Landarbeiter im ostelbischen Deutschland). In eastern Germany,
the agricultural economy depended heavily (partly because of the con-
tinuity of traditional social relations on the Junker estates) on the influx
of Polish and Russian migrant labour. Weber was interested in and con-
cerned by the political and social implications of this dependency on
foreign labour.

This apparently factual study of conditions in agricultural production
in fact reflected two aspects of Weber’s political orientation, but also the
underlying assumptions of his sociology. First, Weber was intensely ratio-
nalistic, and much of his sociology is based on an assumption about the
cultural superiority of German values. Weber feared that the dependence
on Polish and Russian labour would eventually weaken the dominance of
German culture on its eastern border. In his later political commentaries
Weber was much exercised by the issue of Germany’s foreign policy in a
period when Britain and America appeared to be on the verge of a global
monopoly of power. Weber’s writing on economics, international relations
and sociology not only presupposes a strong German state, but actually
requires it. Second, Weber assumes that one of the great threats to German
(and finally western) civilization is a Russian (Cossack) invasion. Weber
was acutely aware of the military history of the flatlands of northern
Europe, extending from Holland through Germany and Poland to the
steppes of Asia. Germany’s eastern sector had to be defended against such
a threat, otherwise all attempts to reform and strengthen Germany would
be pointless. Weber was impressed by the proposition that social policy,
however excellent, was useless if the danger of a Cossack invasion could
not be contained. Fear of a Russian occupation of Europe later fuelled
Weber’s intense interest in the first Russian revolution, about which he
published two articles in 1906 on bourgeois democracy and constitutional-
ism in Russia (Weber, 1988). Weber did not, however, regard the prospect
of a socialist revolution as an event offering the prospect of major changes
in European societies. For Weber, socialist planning of the economy would
require bureaucratic administration, rational legal systems, social surveil-
lance and bureaucratic political management of a mass party. In short,
a socialist transformation of society, based on the idea of a planned
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redistribution of wealth, would be merely a continuation and intensification
of the rationalistic requirements of capitalism (Runciman, 1978).

Weber’s nationalistic sentiments were also evident in his Inaugural
Address, with the title ‘The National State and Economic Policy’ (Weber,
1988), on his acceptance of a professorship of economics at Freiburg
University in 1894. Weber took it for granted that, while economic science
can be value-free as an analytical and explanatory discipline, it has to be a
national economic science in the services of a strong state as soon as it
touches on questions of value. Weber thus contrasted the ‘cosmopolita-
nism’ of Smithian economics (that is Adam Smith’s theory of international
exchange) with his own view of economics as a discipline which serves a
national interest. Weber’s professorial address has therefore to be seen
against the context of British and growing American economic dominance
of the world economy.

A central motif of Weberian sociology is the question of struggle in
human relationships. His Inaugural Address focused unambiguously on
struggle as the driving force of social history. Rejecting utilitarian ideas
about the greatest happiness of the greatest number, he flatly proclaimed
that ‘only in a hard struggle between man and man can elbowroom be won
in our earthly existence’. There is no place in this outlook for international
economic co-operation, and through this centrality of struggle to his eco-
nomic and sociological framework Weber embraced the idea of the state as
a power-state (Machstaat). International relations like all social relations
can only be a struggle between states.

In 1896 Weber accepted a chair at Heidelberg, but he fell ill shortly after
the death of his father in 1897 and was forced to withdraw from teaching
to seek rest and cure through various convalescent vacations in Italy and
Switzerland. He returned eventually to Heidelberg to work in 1902. In
l904–5 he published two articles which became the famous The Protestant
Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (Weber, 1930), and he was immediately
plunged into controversy over its scientific validity and empirical plausi-
bility (Weber, 1978b). The debate about Weber’s views on religion and cap-
italism has generated an enormous literature; in fact, it has proved to be
one of the most enduring controversies in modern social science (Marshall,
1982). I shall return to this debate shortly, when I come to discuss Weber’s
relationship to Marx. It is important to note at this stage that it is unfortu-
nate that the ‘Protestant Ethic thesis’ is often discussed in isolation from
Weber’s equally important commentary on American religious sects. The
Webers visited America in 1904 when Weber was invited to St Louis for a
scientific gathering where he gave a paper on the rural community in
Germany past and present. Weber was overwhelmed by New York sky-
scrapers, mechanized production in Chicago and the general character of
mass society as indicators of the future of Western civilization (Roth, 1985).
It is interesting to compare Weber’s sense of horrified, reluctant admiration
for American capitalism with de Tocqueville’s somber view of the future

Max Weber on Economy and Society 77



of Democracy in America (de Tocqueville, 1946) of 1835 and with the
prophetically postmodern vision of Baudrillard’s America (1988). Against
these versions of America, Weber’s commentary on religious sectarianism
and business practice was an accurate insight into the peculiar union of
secularity and religiosity in American everyday culture.

Weber’s essay on the American sects – ’The Protestant sects and the
spirit of capitalism’ – appeared as part two of volume one of his collected
writings on religion (Gesammelte Aufsätze zur Religions-soziologie), but it
was excluded from Parsons’s translation of the Protestant Ethic thesis.
Another important feature of From Max Weber is the central focus which is
given in general to Weber’s sociology of religion, but more specifically to
his essay on ‘The Protestant sects and the spirit of capitalism’ and his ‘The
social psychology of the world religions’. These two essays are an essential
part of Weber’s more general interest in religious rationalization as a
source of modern culture, specifically economic institutions and values
(Freund, 1968).

In fact the analysis of the impact of religious life in shaping western
modernity resulted in a number of major studies of comparative religion
which have appeared in English as The Religion of China (Weber, 1951),
Ancient Judaism (Weber, 1952), and The Religion of India (Weber, 1958).
These studies were never fully completed; for example Weber’s com-
ments on Islam are frustratingly brief (Turner, 1974). Nevertheless, they are
essential contributions to Weber’s analysis of Western rationalization
(Tenbruck, 1975).

This great outpouring of Weber’s genius was eventually brought to an
end with the outbreak of the First World War, which Weber welcomed as
‘great and wonderful’, despite its ugliness, partly because it presented
Germany with political choices which might transform the nation.
Although Weber was patriotic and regretted that he was too old to fight, he
was against a policy of territorial annexation, German settlement and colo-
nialism. He argued for an autonomous Polish state in the east to protect
Germany by offering a buffer to Russian antagonism. In Der verschärfte
U-Boot Krieg in 1916 (Weber, 1988), he argued against the current offensive,
and warned against antagonizing America, whose entry into the war
would be a disaster for Germany.

Throughout the war, Weber was especially exercised by the problems of
the legacy of Bismarck, the weakness of the German middle classes, the
underdevelopment of working-class leadership, the external threat of
America, Britain and Russia, the stifling effect of German bureaucracy, and
the inadequacies of leadership during the war (as contrasted with the brav-
ery of the average German in the trenches). These concerns were expressed
in a number of wartime publications such as in 1918 Parlament und
Regierung in neugeordneten Deutschland (Weber, l988). These pamphlets
should dispel the common notion that Weber’s sociology is somewhat
remote from practical political concerns.
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These themes continued to dominate Weber’s sociology after the war
when, as professor at Vienna University, following the Russian Revolution
of 1917, he gave a famous lecture to Austrian military officers on socialism
(Weber, 1924). He argued that unlike small-scale and traditional forms of
democracy in Greece and Switzerland, modern democracy has to be an
administered, and therefore a bureaucratic, democracy. The socialist mass
party will in the long run become dominated by a trained administrative
class, which will over time cease to be responsible and responsive to the
electorate. The planned market would eventually be joined by the planned
polity. Although Weber paid tribute to Karl Marx as a social thinker of the
first rank, Weber saw that there would be no general collapse of capitalism
and that, rather than the ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’, modern socialism
would be the ‘dictatorship of administration’.

Weber hoped that in the aftermath of the war the bourgeoisie would be
forced into a position of political leadership and that it would become
detached from the protective umbrella of the official culture of the admin-
istrative classes (the Obrigkeitsstaat). Having left Vienna to take up a
position in Munich in 1919, Weber started writing about and campaign-
ing for political changes in Germany, especially the creation of a constitu-
tional plebiscitary presidency (Mommsen, 1974). Weber was a member
of the peace delegation which the German government sent to Versaille
to conduct the negotiations for a permanent peace. His attitude towards
the peace situation was a reflection of his general political philosophy:
Tsarist Russia was the main enemy; the peace conditions were economi-
cally unacceptable, because they would destroy Germany as a strong
European state; Germany should not accept war-guilt, since the war was
essentially a defensive struggle against Russian domination of the eastern
regions; and the German defeat was a political betrayal and not a military
collapse. Consequently, Weber thought that the peace settlement which
was ratified on 16th July 1919 was a disaster. He withdrew finally from
politics to lecture on economic sociology at the University of Munich
in 1919–20; these lectures were published posthumously (partly from stu-
dent notes) as General Economic History (Weber, 1927). Exhausted and des-
pairing of Germany’s future, Weber fell ill and died of pneumonia on
14th June 1920.

Interpreting Max Weber

The Bourgeois Marx 

With the publication of Weber’s essays on Protestantism and capitalism,
and with their translation by Parsons into English in 1930, Weber entered
the world of social science as a bourgeois answer to Marx. It was held
wrongly that Weber had argued against Marx that the origins of capitalism
lay in spiritual values not material causes. In fact, Weber recognized



the existence of forms of capitalism in the Catholic cultures of Italy
and Spain. He saw that the causes of capitalism were complex and vari-
able: they included modern technology, rational administration, a money
economy, market demand, a disciplined labour force and the free political
environment which the occidental city had made possible (Holton,
1985). Weber was, however, more concerned with how the ‘spirit of capi-
talism’ had combined with the this-worldly ascetic ethics of Lutheran
and Calvinistic Protestantism to give western capitalism a peculiar and
unique characteristic, namely its rational emphasis on calculation and
predictability.

As Gerth and Mills pointed out, however, in their introductory com-
ments on Weber’s ‘intellectual orientations’, there were important episte-
mological, philosophical and methodological differences between
Marxism (as it was developing in Germany) as a science of the laws of
motion of the capitalist mode of production and Weber’s more subtle and
complex version of neo-Kantian philosophy of science. In principle, Weber
opposed any notion of general laws in social history, remained sceptical
even about the value of general concepts, and employed ideal types as lim-
ited, heuristic devices for specific tasks. In addition to having a strong
sense of the importance of historically contingent events in social change,
Weber adopted a flexible approach to the complex interaction of many
causes (both material and idealist). In the case of capitalism, Weber was
acutely aware of the complex ‘elective affinity’ between economic arrange-
ments and religious belief, which was a fateful combination (Turner, 1981).
He criticized Marxists and Christians with an interest in social policy for
assuming that law-like predictions about future developments were at all
possible. He insisted (inconsistently in practice) on the separation of facts
and values, objecting strongly to those professors who used their chairs to
preach overtly or covertly specific values. To these important differences,
there was an important disagreement between Marx and Weber in terms of
their general approach to the question of social stratification, where Weber
gave greater prominence to power relations (Holton and Turner, 1989;
Turner, 1988). However, the relationship between Marx’s primarily eco-
nomic analysis of classes and Weber’s political analysis of social closure is
still contested by scholars (Parkin, l979).

With the revival of ‘scientific Marxism’ in the form of structural
Marxism around the philosophers Louis Althusser, Etienne Balibar and
Nicos Poulantzas, there was in the 1960s and 1970s a tendency to see
Weber’s sociology as an idealist, subjective and ideological reflection on
capitalist social relations. By contrast, Marx was seen to have broken with
common sense by developing a science of the structures of the mode of
production. However, this rigid separation between Marx and Weber is no
longer accepted in contemporary scholarship. There is by contrast a ten-
dency to see both Marx and Weber as critical analysts of capitalism as a
version of the more general phenomenon of modernity, since both were

80 Classical Sociology



impressed by the dynamic capacity of capitalism to liquidate all historical
and traditional certainties.

The Rationalization Theme

Against this bifurcation of social science around Weber versus Marx, there
are equally strong reasons for identifying important convergences between
Marx and Weber. The argument of Gerth and Mills about the parallels
between Marx and Weber was thus a useful corrective to the tendency in
radical social theory to separate them in order to emphasize the notion that
sociology was ideology when contrasted with scientific socialism. One
important component in their presentation of Weber was the attention
given to Weber’s views on militarism. Modern sociology has often been
criticized for its failure to develop an adequate military sociology – its
neglect of the impact of warfare on social change (Giddens, 1984). This
accusation could not include the historical sociology of Weber. For example,
Weber was particularly concerned to understand the interaction between
changes in military technology, military organization and political struc-
tures. He saw the rise of modern citizenship as in part a consequence of the
democratic implications of a mass infantry. Similarly, he contrasted the
social impact of cavalry on the plains of Europe with the dependence of
Asiatic armies on the foot-soldier.

This aspect of Weber’s sociology permits one to argue that, whereas
Marx was concerned to understand the monopoly of economic power in
society, Weber drew attention to alternative monopolies. First, he was con-
cerned with how the means of military violence were socially organized
and distributed. Second, he looked at the institutionalism of spiritual pow-
ers in his religious sociology (Prades, 1966). It was for these reasons that
Weber defined the state as an institution which enjoyed a monopoly of
legitimate force, and the Church as an institution which sought a mono-
poly of spiritual power.

By arguing that Weber wanted to understand the institution of social
closure (that is, how monopolies over scarce resources of wealth, spiri-
tuality and violence were constituted), we can get a better understanding
of Weber’s analysis of western history as the development of rationali-
zation. By this process, Weber wanted to indicate the growing importance
of rational science (instrumental rationality) in everyday life, and hence the
corresponding disenchantment of the world and the erosion of religious
powers. This secularization also involved the increasing dominance of the
expert and professional knowledge, and the corresponding decline of
charismatic authorities. These changes also required the specialization of
tasks, and the growth in the division of labour. These bureaucratic changes
in the organization of society were also associated with the separation of
the worker from the means of production, the separation of the office
worker from the means of mental production, and the alienation of
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the intellectual from control over the university. I have deliberately
employed a Marxist terminology of alienation of workers from the means
of production (both material and mental) to illustrate a convergence of
Marx and Weber around the twin notions of rationalization (as disen-
chantment, specialization and powerlessness in the face of bureaucratic
management) and alienation (as division, specialization and separation).

Both Marx and Weber responded to capitalism in the same mixture
of horror and admiration. Capitalism for Marx destroyed the stagnation of
traditional society and undermined what he referred to as the ‘idiocy’ of
village and peasant life. It pushed humanity along the road of moderni-
zation, but at an enormous cost in terms of individual and collective suf-
fering. One aspect of this suffering was alienation and dehumanization.
Capitalism for Weber destroyed the securities of belief (the garden of
enchantment) and disrupted the ‘natural’ rhythms of pre-modern means of
production and consumption in the traditional household. Rationalization
destroyed the authority of magical powers, but it also brought into being
the machine-like regulation of bureaucracy, which ultimately challenges all
systems of belief. The paradoxical outcome of rationalization was a world
in which systems of meaning could no longer find an authority. Rational
norms of authority are incompatible with charismatic and traditional pow-
ers. This relationship between alienation in Marx’s analysis of capitalism
and Weber’s theme of rationalization as modernization was brilliantly
developed in Karl Löwith’s Karl Marx and Max Weber (Löwith, 1982) which
was originally published in 1932 and which remains one of the most
provocative and sensitive studies of the relationship between Mark and
Weber. I shall return to the question about rationality as Weber’s central
question (Hennis, 1988; Tenbruck, 1975).

Nietszche and Weber

It is reported that in a discussion with Oswald Spengler in February 1920
Weber said that the moral stature and honesty of a present-day scholar
might be measured by their attitudes towards Nietzsche and Marx
(Baumgarten, 1964: 554ff.). It appears that Weber was especially influenced
by Nietzsche from around 1892 onwards, and that the language of his
Inaugural Address at Freiburg is shot through with images from
Nietzsche’s Untimely Meditations (Hennis, 1988: 146–51). Again it is an indi-
cation of the sophistication of Gerth and Mills’s approach to Weber that
they clearly recognized Nietzsche’s influence on Weber’s sociology of reli-
gion and on his commentary on moral systems in terms of a theory of
resentment. Although the influence of Nietzsche on Weber’s sociology is
now widely recognized (Baier, 1982; Eden, 1983; Fleischmann, l964; Hennis,
1988; Stauth and Turner, 1988) this Nietzschean influence was for a
long time either neglected or denied. While this Nietzschean dimension



to Weberian sociology is now generally accepted, the nature of that
intellectual and moral relationship is still a matter of dispute.

In the Inaugural Address Weber appears to be responding to the
emphasis on struggle and conflict in Nietzsche’s view of the human con-
dition. In particular, Weber’s reference to the struggle for elbow-room as a
motor of human history indicates Nietzsche’s uncompromising view of
human relations as relations of power. Thus in very general terms, it may
be possible to read Weber as a ‘sociologizing’ of Nietzsche’s notion of the
will to power. It has been suggested often enough that Weber’s ideas on
charismatic leadership appear to represent a sociological version of
Nietzsche’s ideas about the historical functions of the Overman, who
stands out against the herd-morality of the people. Furthermore, it may be
that Weber’s view on state-power and the problems of political leadership
in the revaluation of values reflects the influence of Nietzsche (Turner,
1982). It is also important to note that Nietzsche’s account of the implica-
tions of the death of God significantly influenced Weber’s view of the plu-
rality of beliefs (which he described as polytheism) in his lecture on
‘science as a vocation’.

These interpretations of Weber and Nietzsche are, however, ultimately
unsatisfactory. The deeper impact of Nietszche is in the area of morality,
and of the possibility of a ‘Science of Man’ (Hennis, 1988: 107ff.). Weber’s
understanding of asceticism as simultaneously the basis of our modern
civilization and as the necessary denial of our ontology (which is the psy-
chological and culture cost of the idea of vocation in both lectures on sci-
ence and politics) is a theme which was central to Nietzsche’s contrast
between Apollo and Dionysus. The ontology of human beings (‘human
nature’) is thus seen to be, in some sense, out of joint with the cultural and
social requirements of a modern civilization; indeed our human nature has
to be suppressed by the sociological requirements of an industrial civiliza-
tion. This argument was an important component of Nietzsche’s philoso-
phy, and we can also detect this influence in Weber and Freud. Although
Weber publicly chose ‘discipline’ as some sort of solution for the life of an
academic or politician, this discipline is seen to be ultimately life-denying
(to use Nietzsche’s terminology). It now appears that Weber’s central ques-
tions involved an anthropological inquiry into human nature and into how
our ontology is the product of certain ‘life-orders’ (Hennis, 1988). Talcott
Parsons’s presentation of Weber as a value-free sociologist of social action
is now increasingly challenged by the view that Weber’s work in fact
belongs to a long tradition of German philosophical anthropology. In the
twentieth century, the sociology of Arnold Gehlen is one of the most signi-
ficant contributions to this German tradition (Berger and Kellner, 1965).

To see Weber in this light, however, opens up a new area of inquiry. If
Weber is to be viewed as a philosophical anthropologist of the life-orders
which produce certain types of personality, what is Weber’s relationship to
the romantic wing of anti-capitalist German poets and artists who also
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drew upon an anthropological tradition which had its roots in Nietszche?
In specific terms, what was Weber’s relationship to the cultural critics who
gathered around Stefan George at Heidelberg, namely Friedrich Gundolf
and Ludwig Klages? These prophetic poets occasionally assembled at
Weber’s famous afternoon discussions. While the ideas of the symbolist
poetry of the George Circle are typically seen to be in opposition to
Weber’s sociology (as for example in Karl Mannheim’s ‘letter from
Heidelberg’), Weber’s notion that the ascetic life-order is ontologically
destructive may not be so far removed from Klages’s notions about the
cosmic forces of love, or the discord between consciousness and spirit
in his monumental Der Geist als Widersacher der Seele (Klages, 1929–32).
In short, while Weber is often characterized as a ‘liberal in despair’
(Mommsen, 1974), if we pursue Hennis's thesis to its logical conclusion, it
also makes sense to ask, not whether Weber was a philosophical anthro-
pologist of despair, but whether he was a conservative cultural critic of the
life-orders of capitalism?

Conclusion: Weber as a Theorist of Modernity

Hennis’s diagnosis of Weber’s texts is correct in one essential feature. To
continue with the question about Weber’s explanations of ‘the origins of
capitalism’ (Giddens, 1971) now appears to be a limited and outdated exer-
cise. Weber’s own view of his work (namely to understand the character-
istic uniqueness of our times) can probably be best understood as a quest
after the nature of modernity. Weber’s interests in rational law, adminis-
tration, military technology, religious ethics and so forth can be seen in a
broader context as a set of investigations into the peculiarities of modernity
and in particular its fateful or even demonic properties.

Weber’s attitude towards modernity was, as we have noted already,
ambiguous. Like Marx, Weber believed that in capitalistic modernity ‘All
that is solid melts into air’ (Berman, 1982). Modernization disrupts the tra-
ditional order and the ideology by which traditional authorities made the
world intelligible and legitimate. Modernity questions everything and
measures everything against a unitary principle of rationality. 

But Weber recognized that this questioning of reality by reason was ulti-
mately self-defeating and self-destructive. Rationality began to question its
own horizons, recognizing its self-limitation. How can reason be rationally
justified? Are there many forms of reason? Is reason (in the shape of instru-
mental rationality) in fact life-denying? Is rationality supported by various
strategies which are artefacts of the grammatical structure of language,
which is ultimately arbitrary? These questions had their origins in
Neitzsche’s probing of language, knowledge and power. As we have seen,
these questions increasingly haunted Weber’s sociology, finding their most
condensed expression in the science as a vocation lecture.



In the last two decades, there has been a major revival of interest in
Nietzsche as a theorist of the dilemmas of modernity, especially in the work
of Michel Foucault, Jacque Derrida, Jean Baudrillard and Jean-François
Lyotard (Boyne, 1990; Megill, 1985). These postmodern or post-structuralist
theorists have in a variety of different ways questioned traditional assump-
tions and certainties about the rational project of modernity. Lyotard in
particular has challenged the underlying legitimation of the ‘grand narra-
tives’ (such as freedom, truth and reason) of modernity. Postmodernists
argue that the modern project of reason was made possible by the domi-
nance of western capitalism through the construction of a world economy
based on colonial exploitation. For some postmodernists, the modern
world of global mass media has brought about a dominance of media signs
in which reality is eventually imploded by the sheer ‘weight’ of media
messages. Reality becomes a hyper-reality in which signs only refer to
other signs (Baudrillard, 1983). The combined effect of these transforma-
tions of modernity (which was based on the dominance of industrial capi-
talism) into a post-Fordist social system (which is based on post-industrial
information systems) is to challenge the grand narrative of rationality as
the central motif of capitalist production.

We can now see that Weber’s anthropological analysis of the life-orders
that produced modern Man (in the generic sense) in the production of a
rationalized social system in many respects anticipated the contemporary
debate between modernists and postmodernists (Holton and Turner, 1989).
In particular, Weber’s anxieties and uncertainties about the moral (and
indeed spiritual) significance of modernity have been reproduced in our
uncertainties about what sort of ‘reality’ might lie beyond modernity.
Weber of course was at least clear in his own mind about one thing, namely
that the world beyond modernity promised to be especially terrible. He
once despairingly said the future will be an icy night of polar darkness.
Weber’s profound probing of the edges of that dark world is one reason
why Weber’s sociology continues to fascinate each new generation of
scholars, as it did Hans Gerth and C. Wright Mills.
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CHAPTER 5

EMILE DURKHEIM ON CIVIL SOCIETY

Interpreting Emile Durkheim

Emile Durkheim (1858–1917) remains a major figure in social science as a
whole and he is unambiguously a ‘founding father’ of sociology. Whereas
other social theorists from the classical period of sociology (1890–1920) were
often somewhat ambiguous about their status as ‘sociologists’, Durkheim
appears to have had a clear vision of the importance of building sociology
as a science of social facts. His sociology continues to play a profound role
in shaping contemporary thought about the nature of modern life, and
anybody who wants to understand modern French social thought must
take Durkheim seriously. His work remains a rich and challenging
resource for comprehending the complexity of the modern world, a com-
plexity which Durkheim described, by adopting the moral philosophy of
Jean Guyau (Orru, 1987) as ‘anomic’. Unlike other dominant figures who
have shaped modern social theory (such as Georg Simmel, Max Horkheimer,
or Talcott Parsons) and who often wrote in a dense and often obscure
prose, Durkheim’s writing is direct, concise, and comprehensible. His
books often start with a difficult analytical problem such as the meaning of
‘religion’ in the opening sections of The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life
(Durkheim, 1961), but his arguments are invariably logical and clear. From
the point of view of a student of sociology, Durkheim is in this sense an
accessible author. Yet the clarity may be deceptive, because the underlying
problems of Durkheimian sociology – can one have a science of morals? –
are clearly immense.

The style and contents of Professional Ethics and Civic Morals (Durkheim,
1992) are, in this sense, typical. Durkheim’s purpose was to explore the
moral problems of an advanced, differentiated, and complex society, in
which the economy had become somewhat detached from other social insti-
tutions. Much of the text is concerned to establish a clear analytical under-
standing of major concepts (sanction, property, morals, and contract), but
this search for definitional clarity in order to remove the misconceptions of
existing theories prepares the way for Durkheim’s major concern, which
was: how can we find a system of moral restraint which is relevant to
modern conditions? The answer was, at least in part, in terms of the evo-
lution of systems of professional codes and civic values, which would con-
tribute to a regulation of the economy rather as the guilds had regulated
medieval economic activity (Black, 1984). The state, which Durkheim saw
as part of the moral apparatus of society, had an important part to play in
regulating social life, but also, as we will see, in protecting the rights of the



individual. This answer also provided a sketch of his sociology as a whole,
which was, for Durkheim, essentially a science of morals. 

Although the style and the content of the argument appear at this level
to be relatively simple, Durkheim’s sociology has been surrounded by a
forest of contradictory and often misleading interpretation. Before turning
to the thesis which is embedded in Professional Ethics and Civic Morals
(hereafter Civic Morals), we need to understand some of the principal
exegetical frameworks within which Durkheim’s work has been received,
especially in the English-speaking world. This overview of the tradition of
interpretation is important, because I wish to argue that Civic Morals is a
challenge to these paradigms of interpretation and reception. In particular,
it is important to question two conventional views of Durkheim’s sociol-
ogy. The first is that his work is, in some sense, conservative, because it was
primarily concerned to understand social order rather than social change,
and the second is the claim that there is a major break between his early
and his later sociology. I shall address these issues in this order.

French Society (1789�1918)

Between 1789 and 1914, France was subject to profound revolutionary
changes which not only transformed French society but, in a real sense,
created ‘modern society’ as a global phenomenon. The French Revolution
and the Napoleonic period experimented with and then exported the ele-
mentary principles of modern democracy, namely liberty, equality, and fra-
ternity (or secular solidarity). The destruction of the ancien regime resulted,
however, in The Terror, and produced throughout Europe a conservative
reaction against the excesses of the liquidation of the aristocracy and the
monarchy. Perhaps the most famous response in the English-speaking
world was Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France which
became, possibly in contradistinction to Burke’s own ideas, a manifesto
against revolution. Jeremy Bentham in his Anarchical Fallacies called the idea
of natural rights in the ‘Declaration of the rights of man and the citizen’,
with his characteristic vigour, ‘nonsense upon stilts’ (Waldron, 1987: 53).

The period between the Second Restoration (1815), the death of
Napoleon (1821), and the Revolution of 1848 was marked by various un-
successful attempts to create a stable government under a constitutional
monarchy (Cobban, 1961). Marx in The 18th Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte
wrote rather contemptuously of these political struggles as a ‘farce’ (Feuer,
1969: 360). However, the 1848 Revolutions throughout Europe raised once
more the hope of a liberal, bourgeois alternative to the reactionary regimes
which ruled over European affairs after the fall of Napoleon. The failure
of the 1848 Revolutions, especially in France and Germany, was the con-
text in which conservative social forces were able to maintain their tradi-
tional political role, despite the industrialization of Europe which placed
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considerable economic power in the hands of the urban bourgeoisie, which
embraced various combinations of reformism, nationalism, and liberalism. 

French society was further brutally transformed by military defeat in
the Franco–Prussian War of 1870, in which Alsace-Lorraine, the birthplace
of Durkheim and the focal point of a strong Jewish community, was
annexed by Prussia. Military failure contributed to growing social tensions
between social classes, and between Catholic conservatism, nationalism,
and anti-Semitism, on the one hand, and liberal, secular, bourgeois groups,
on the other. In France, these conflicts resulted eventually in the bloody
confrontation of the Paris Commune of 1871. Karl Marx and Friedrich
Engels, observing these events from London, expected an immediate, deva-
stating, and final revolutionary struggle by the working class against the
oppression of the capitalist system. Their revolutionary aspirations were
soon dashed by the bloody suppression of the Commune. 

The constitutional laws of 1875, which consecrated the Third Republic,
emerged out of this traumatic period, but it did not provide a solution to the
political divisions in France between a traditional Catholic political bloc
and radical secular socialism. In this sense, the politics of the nineteenth
century in France was an attempt to come to terms with the legacy of the
French Revolution, and to settle the struggles between monarchy, republi-
canism, and Bonapartism within an effective constitutional framework.
Military defeat in 1870 produced a deep nationalistic response in which
the French population, including the intelligentsia, desperately sought a
regeneration of the nation (Lukes, 1973: 41). In fin-de-siècle France, there
was a significant wave of anti-Semitism, which had its parallel in most of
the major cultural centres of Europe, but especially in Vienna. Jews were
thought to be unpatriotic, but they were also assumed to be secular ratio-
nalists and therefore anti-clerical. They were, according to anti-Semitic
mythology, simultaneously a threat to the state and the Church. These ten-
sions were the backcloth to the famous ‘Dreyfus Affair’ (1894) which
divided the French nation for over a decade (Miquel, 1968). Captain Alfred
Dreyfus, an Alsatian Jew from a wealthy family, was accused of selling offi-
cial military secrets to the Germans; he was eventually charged and con-
victed of treason. Knowing himself to be innocent, Captain Dreyfus failed
to obey the code of military gentlemen by refusing to commit suicide or to
confess. He was sentenced to life imprisonment on Devil’s Island (Fenton,
1984: 14), but the case remained stubbornly open and contested. After a
retrial and a presidential pardon, the Dreyfus case was finally closed by the
Appeal Court in 1906. 

The Affair further divided French society into Catholic, conservative
nationalists and secular liberals and radicals. Much of the emotional fer-
vour of the anti-Dreyfusards was directed against ‘intellectuals’ who were
held to be a corrupting force in French society. It was in the context of that
attack that Durkheim wrote his ‘Individualism and the intellectuals’
(Durkheim, 1969) for La Revue Bleue in 1898. Durkheim, who came from an
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established rabbinical family, was, as a university professor, inevitably
caught up in the Affair, especially after a local newspaper in Bordeaux had
suggested that Durkheim had encouraged his students to become politi-
cally active. Emile Zola’s letter ‘J’accuse’ which was addressed to the
President of the Republic in January 1898, accused the officers and judges
who directed the case against Dreyfus of incompetence and prejudice.
Zola’s letter intensified the polarization between intellectuals and conser-
vatives. Durkheim’s attitude towards the Affair is revealing. He wanted to
avoid clouding the issue with conflicts over politics and personalities. For
Durkheim, the Affair was a moral rather than political turning-point in the
history of the nation. The case, which was in reality a legal farce, was in
Durkheim’s opinion an opportunity for national renewal. 

France was further devastated in the catastrophe of the trenches of
Normandy in 1914–18. This national tragedy was also a personal disaster
for Durkheim, many of whose intellectual disciples were slaughtered in the
war. Over 30 per cent of the students from the Ecole Normale Supérieure
who went to the firing line were destroyed. Durkheim wrote two pam-
phlets in connection with the war: Qui a voulu la guerre? (Durkheim, 1915a)
and L‘Allemagne au-dessus de tout (Durkheim, 1915b). Unfortunately, even
during the war Durkheim, a Jew with a German name, came under cri-
ticism. His son André was killed in the Serbian retreat of 1915–16
(Giddens, 1978: 20). André Durkheim was a member of the intellectual
community which had gathered around the journal Année sociologique
which Durkheim had founded in 1896 (Nandan, 1980). His death was
simultaneously a personal and intellectual tragedy. As a result of exhaus-
tion and grief, Durkheim eventually succumbed to a stroke and, after a
brief recovery, died at the age of 59.

Conservatism and Sociology

The origins of not only French, but of classical European, sociology have to
be understood in the context of these profound social and political crises.
Robert Nisbet (1967) in The Sociological Tradition has argued that sociology
was an aspect of diverse intellectual movements which were responses to
the industrial and the French Revolutions. This sociological response was
filtered through three doctrines: socialism, conservatism, and liberalism.
However, the most significant force shaping early sociology was in fact
conservatism. The key ideas or ‘unit ideas’ of sociology, such as the prob-
lem of authority, the sacred, community, the problem of the individual, sta-
tus in relation to social change, and organic wholeness are primarily aspects
of this conservative intellectual legacy. Thus, sociology was an intellectual
response to the sense of a lost community, the disappearance of the
sacred as a source of values, the isolation of the individual in the city, and
the resulting crisis of meaning. In this sense, sociology was a nostalgic
refection on the loss of authenticity, personal spontaneity, social wholeness,
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and community (Stauth and Turner, 1988). Ferdinand Tönnies’s famous
distinction between gemeinschaft (community) and gesellschaft (association)
(Tönnies, 1957) was a crucial contribution to the subsequent idea that mod-
ern societies are fragile and superficial, because they are not grounded in
lasting values. 

How did Durkheim stand, according to Nisbet (1967), within this tradi-
tion? Although Durkheim’s search for a rational and positivistic theory of
morals was a legacy of the Enlightenment project, Durkheim adopted and
developed five themes which were derived essentially from a conservative
tradition. These conservative themes were: the primacy of society over the
individual; the necessity for moral restraint over human passions; the
importance of authority in the organization of communities; the depen-
dence of society on religious values; and the organic character of social
relations. It is important to consider each theme in order to grasp fully
the argument that Durkheimian sociology was part of a conservative reac-
tion to social change. In order to clarify this presentation, it is important to
note that, while there is much to commend Nisbet’s interpretation, I shall
eventually depart decisively from his exegesis to offer an alternative view
of Durkheim.

Durkheim criticized the liberal and utilitarian traditions by arguing
that ‘society’ is ontologically prior to the ‘individual’. For example, in The
Rules of Sociological Method (Durkheim, l964), Durkheim defined sociology
as the scientific study of social facts which are to be treated as things, that
is social phenomena which exist independently of the subjective appraisal
of individuals. Social facts are sui generis. Although this approach to socio-
logy has often been condemned as positivistic and inadequate, it is possi-
ble to provide a defence of Durkheim’s account, if we realize that he was
not trying to define the research methods which sociologists are to employ
in routine sociological inquiry (Gane, 1988). Durkheim was also trying to
offer a method of ‘reading’ social facts which would avoid ideological and
personal bias. By ‘a social fact’, Durkheim meant social phenomena which
are external to an individual and which exercise a social or moral con-
straint over behaviour. Social facts include such phenomena as legal insti-
tutions, religious belief systems, and financial systems; they also include
‘social currents’ (Durkheim, 1964: 4) or what we would now term ‘social
movements’. The data of Civic Morals (legal sanctions, moral codes, cus-
toms, and so forth) are social facts in Durkheim’s terms. The ‘rules’ of socio-
logy attempt to outline how true knowledge of these social facts might
be produced. Now Nisbet takes this treatment of the relationship between
the individual and society in sociological methods as an example of
conservatism, because the ‘ideas, language, morality, and relationships’
of an individual ‘are but reflections of the anterior reality of society’
(Nisbet, 1965: 25).

Second, human nature is such that moral constraint is essential for the
well-being of humans and for the stability and safety of society. As Nisbet
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points out, the Enlightenment tradition saw Man as a creature of almost
infinite capacity, whose nature had been stunted by religious control, polit-
ical tyranny, or social corruption. As Rousseau had argued in The Social
Contract, Man is born free, but everywhere he is in chains. By contrast the
conservative tradition, especially under the influence of the Christian doc-
trine of the sinfulness of Man, regards human beings as creatures who
need discipline in order to regulate their desires. We can take one famous
example of this form of reasoning in Durkheim in his study of suicide
(Durkheim, 1951), where the idea of anomie plays a pivotal role.

Durkheim adopted a view of Man which is best described as ‘homo
duplex’. Rather like the famous story of Jekyll and Hyde, human beings
have two opposed natures. One is violent and passionate; the other is ratio-
nal and sociable. The requirements of social stability demand the subordi-
nation of the animality of human beings by reason, if society is to avoid
anarchy. Theories of society which are based on the assumption of ‘homo
duplex’ typically argue that, whatever the individual cost, human sexual-
ity must be regulated in the interests of social order. Sigmund Freud’s
treatment of this issue can be found in Civilization and its Discontents
(Freud, 1930). For Durkheim, the problem of modern society is that, with
the decline of the principle of mechanical solidarity which is based on a
shared system of beliefs and morals (that is on the conscience collective),
human beings are exposed to their own unregulated desires and ambi-
tions, and they are exposed to profound changes in the organization of
society. In particular, utilitarian individualism, which he thought was pro-
moted primarily in the social thought of the English sociologist Herbert
Spencer, encouraged egoism, ambition, and unlimited aspiration. The con-
sequence of egoistic individualism (Marske, 1987) is that the social malaise
of a society without an adequate normative structure or ‘anomie’ is inten-
sified, and in Suicide (Durkheim, 1951) which he published in 1897,
Durkheim attempted to show that the suicide rate was highest among
those social groups which were most exposed to these anomic currents in
society. Without normative restraint, individuals would succumb to such
‘suicidal currents’. 

In fact, Durkheim’s argument in Suicide was far more complex than I
have suggested, and he identified four different types of suicide, which
have a specific causality. Some forms of suicide, such as fatalistic and altru-
istic suicide, are the products of too much regulation and social integra-
tion. Egoistic and anomic suicide were the types of suicidal behaviour
which are most characteristic of contemporary society. Durkheim’s analy-
sis of suicide has been much debated and criticized (Atkinson, 1978;
Giddens, 1965; Giddens, 1966; Lukes, 1973: 31), but I cannot in this chapter
enter into this argument. The importance of Suicide for understanding Civic
Morals is in terms of the light which it throws on Durkheim’s critique of
egoistic individualism as a process which uncouples the individual from
the social structure.
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Nisbet’s third theme is the importance of authority in the conservative
theory of society. The notion of authority ‘runs like a leitmotif through all
of Durkheim’s works’ (Nisbet, 1965: 59). It is an essential feature of his
view of morality, where authority, especially in the form of discipline,
plays an important role in shaping ‘personality’ through moral education.
Once more, Durkheim was particularly critical of the liberal utilitarian tra-
dition of Bentham and James Mill, who, according to Durkheim, confused
liberty with lawlessness. Without restraint and authority, human beings
would be committed to a life of anarchy. The problem of modern society is
indeed the slow erosion of moral authority, and the task of Civic Morals was
to describe this crisis and to offer a set of solutions for the creation of
authoritative moral guide-lines. The problem of modern society is to dis-
cover an effective principle which will give moral force and ethical author-
ity to social norms and practices, without which discipline will be merely
an external regulation. In The Elementary Forms, Durkheim wanted to show
how obedience to religious practices produced self-restraint and altruistic
actions produced personal asceticism as a necessary basis of social life
as a whole. It is only on the basis of ‘a certain disdain for suffering’
(Durkheim, 1961: 356), that society is possible at all. 

This discussion allows Nisbet to get at the heart of Durkheim’s conser-
vatism, namely the centrality of religion, or more specifically the sacred,
to Durkheim’s sociological project as a whole. Here again Durkheim’s
approach departs significantly from the sociology of religion of Marx,
Weber, or Simmel (Seger, 1957; Turner, 1991). Nineteenth-century theories
of religion were largely individualistic and rationalistic, that is they
treated religion as primarily a cognitive activity which was false from a
scientific point of view (Goode, 1951). Religion was the consequence of
Man’s misunderstanding of natural reality. For example, animism was an
attempt to explain nature by reference to spirits. Since these theories are
false from a positivistic perspective, religion will disappear with the
advance of science. Durkheim departed radically from these cognitive
orientations, by treating religion as social, collective, and practical. His
theories of religion were heavily influenced by the arguments of William
Robertson Smith whose Lectures on the Religion of the Semites (1889) showed
how the sacrificial meal between men and the gods created a sacral
community, and by Fustel de Coulanges’s study of The Ancient City (1901)
where the changing structure of classical society is examined in terms
of theological changes. 

In his religious studies, Durkheim attempted to show that Australian
aboriginal totemism, as the simplest known religion, provided an insight
into ‘the elementary forms’ of all religious life. His second task was to
identify the genesis of the fundamental categories of human thought (such
as time and space); this issue in the sociology of knowledge was also
considered in Primitive Classification (Durkheim and Mauss, 1963). His
third objective was through an analysis of totemism to identify a number

94 Classical Sociology



of generalizations about the universal functions of the sacred in social
institutions.

Durkheim’s work, which is a classic in the sociology of religion, has
received ample commentary (Goode, 1951; Pickering, 1975; Robertson,
1970; Scharf, 1970; Seger, 1957; Turner, 1991). The core of his argument pro-
ceeds along two lines. First, he attacked existing, typically individualistic,
arguments about the nature of religion, in order to arrive at his own solu-
tion. For Durkheim, religion is a ‘unified system of beliefs and practices rel-
ative to sacred things, that is to say, things set apart and forbidden – beliefs
and practices which unite into one single moral community called a
Church, all those who adhere to them’ (Durkheim, 1961: 62). His second
line of approach was to argue that the ‘elementary forms’ of religion, by
which he meant the basic structural characteristics of religion, provide an
insight into social structures and processes as such. Religious beliefs are to
be interpreted as the ‘collective representations’ of society; the unintended
consequence of religious practices is to create a social bond; the practice of
religious rituals creates a social enthusiasm or ‘effervescence’ by which
social commitments are renewed; the training of the faithful in sacrifice
and asceticism creates important norms of altruism and social service; and
religious mythologies, which are dramatically re-enacted in the ritual,
store up the collective memory of the social group, without which the con-
tinuity of this historical narrative of generations would be impossible
(Wach, 1944). Talcott Parsons was probably correct or at least insightful,
when he argued that Durkheim, starting with the proposition that society
is the basis of religion, concluded with the equally revolutionary equation
that the basis of society is sacred. The problem of modern society is that
we are in a transitional period; the old gods are dead, and new ones are yet
to be born. Nationalism may prove to be such a god, inspiring devotion
and sacrifice.

Finally, Nisbet argued that the underlying metaphor in Durkheim’s
sociology was that society is organic, and that its developmental laws can
only be understood in terms of collective processes such as social differen-
tiation which cannot be reduced to individual psychology, and especially
to individual rationality. Against the utilitarian tradition, Durkheim
rejected the idea that society was the result of a social contract drawn up
between individuals, and that the development of society could be con-
ceived in terms of an original contract (Abercrombie, Hill, and Turner,
1986). Society is organic rather than contractual in Durkheim’s more holis-
tic perspective. He argued that a contract between individuals would be
meaningless and ineffective unless it was based on deeply held values and
beliefs, and unless it was sanctified by custom, ritual, and morality. The
rejection of this utilitarian tradition occupied Durkheim in The Division of
Labor in Society (1960), where he provided a specific attack on Spencerian
sociology, but Civic Morals constitutes the core of Durkheim’s critical
offensive against individualistic/utilitarian accounts of property and
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contract; I shall turn shortly to this argument in detail in providing a
description of the contents of his lectures on professional ethics and public
morality. In conceiving of society as an organic whole and not as an aggre-
gate of individuals, Durkheim has often been identified as a founder of
‘structural-functionalism’ as a distinctive school of sociology. Certainly
Durkheim’s view of historical change was primarily in terms of the
dichotomy between mechanical and organic solidarity which he explored
fully in The Division of Labor in Society. 

This interpretation of Durkheim as a social theorist who laid the
foundations for the analysis of social integration in social systems was
promoted by Parsons in a number of major publications such as The
Social System (Parsons, 1991: 367ff.), and in so doing Parsons has also,
somewhat less directly than Nisbet, promoted the idea that Durkheim has
to be seen as a theorist of social stability and social integration. For exam-
ple, Parsons (1974) argued that Durkheim’s account of solidarity in The
Division of Labor in Society in terms of the conscience collective in mechani-
cal solidarity in primitive societies and of social reciprocity in organic
solidarity in advanced societies was a major solution to the Hobbesian
problem of social order in the utilitarian tradition. Durkheim’s analysis
of the integrative functions of religious practice in both making and
sustaining social communities provided Parsons with a theoretical source
in classical sociology for his own emphasis on the importance of common
values in the social cohesion of modern societies. In Parsons’s early
academic career, Weber’s analysis of capitalism had been the primary
intellectual stimulus for Parsonian sociology (Wearne, 1989), but as
Parsons moved more towards an analysis of the allocative and integrative
requirements of a social system Durkheimian issues appear to have
become increasingly important. Thus, Parsons’s appreciation of the sig-
nificance of the psychological internalization of values which he took
from Cooley (Parsons, 1968) was now supplemented by Durkheim’s
analysis of the integrative function of common beliefs to produce the cor-
nerstone of Parsons’s ‘middle period’, namely the internalization and
socialization of values in social integration (Alexander, 1984; Robertson
and Turner, 1989).

In the conventional paradigm of introductory textbooks for under-
graduate sociology courses, there developed a tripartite version of classi-
cal sociology: Marx was a theorist of conflict and social change; Weber was
a social philosopher of action and meaning; and Durkheim was a sociolo-
gist of social order, moral systems, and political stability. It has taken many
years for a more complete interpretation of Durkheim to emerge, but
recent perspectives on Durkheim have tended to take more notice of his
political sociology (Giddens, 1986; Lacroix, 1981), his educational com-
mentaries (Pickering, 1979), the complexity of his methodological views
(Gane, 1988), his dependence on German moral philosophy (MeštroviI,
1991), his sociology of law and justice (Green, 1989; Sirianni, 1984), the
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richness of his views on cultural strains in advanced societies (Alexander,
1988), and his awareness of the contradictions of modern society. These
new emphases do not mean that previous perspectives on Durkheim were
inaccurate or invalid; rather they produce an interpretation of Durkheim
which is richer, deeper, and more comprehensive.

An alternative view of Durkheim’s sociology was established by Alvin
Gouldner’s introduction (Gouldner, 1962) to Durkheim’s Socialism, which
had been posthumously published in 1928. Generally speaking,
Gouldner’s aim was to show that Durkheim’s sociology was the intellec-
tual legacy of Henri Saint-Simon (1760–1825) rather than Auguste Comte
(1798–1857). This interpretation was a subtle strategy to demonstrate
Durkheim’s link with socialism rather than conservatism. Gouldner shows
that we can in fact read Durkheim’s The Division of Labor in Society as a
polemic against Comte. Durkheim’s position was not that modern society
cannot exist without consensus, but rather that the reciprocity of organic
solidarity produces a basis of social order without a normative consensus.
Second, Gouldner argued that anomie was not normlessness, but rather a
disjuncture between existing norms and changing social structures. Third,
the real dislocation of modern society was the absence of intervening social
institutions between the individual and the state; occupational and profes-
sional associations were intended to fill this gap. Another dislocation of
modern society was the division between local commitments to the nation-
state and the growth of internationalism, cosmopolitanism, and globalism.
It is true that Durkheim defines socialism as a moral regulation of the mar-
ket place, but in Socialism he was concerned to understand how a moral
regulation of the economy would be possible. Gouldner’s work was thus
important in reasserting the significance of Durkheim’s interest in eco-
nomic and political issues.

The trend in more recent interpretations, therefore, has been to assert
that there was an important radical dimension to Durkheimian sociology
which has been neglected as a consequence of the concentration on his
arguments about social solidarity and his condemnation of economic indi-
vidualism. Giddens has made the valuable point that Durkheim was not in
fact strictly interested in ‘’’order” in a generic sense, but of the form of
authority appropriate to a modern industrial State’ (Giddens, 1986: 12).
Furthermore, Durkheim’s contributions to the sociology of law and the
state were rather neglected by earlier interpretations of Durkheim (Pearce,
1989); it is precisely in this context that we need to take his Civic Morals
seriously, as Durkheim’s most elaborate reflection on state power in rela-
tion to individual rights.

Durkheim’s impact on France was in fact always regarded as dubious
by the conservative wing of French politics, because Durkheimian
sociology was identified with anti-clericalism and the Dreyfusard lobby
(regardless of Durkheim’s own views on these issues). Durkheim’s Jewish
background and his clear identification with ‘the intellectuals’ were
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sufficient to put him outside the conservative bloc in French society. We
can identify one aspect of Durkheim’s sociology which was especially crit-
ical of existing economic institutions, namely the inequality of wealth in
France, which Durkheim regarded as particularly destabilizing. An impor-
tant feature of his economic sociology was, thus, his bitter condemnation
of the inheritance of property within a society which had an ideology of
egalitarianism. 

In terms of the actual interpretation of Durkheim’s sociology, part of
Nisbet’s (1965) argument about the conservatism of Durkheimian thought
was its dependence on the French tradition of conservatism which
included de Maistre and de Bonald. More recent interpretations of
Durkheim have identified his dependence on German philosophy, espe-
cially on Schopenhauer. The importance of this viewpoint is to place parti-
cular weight on Durkheim’s sociology as a science of morality (MeštroviI,
1991). In this framework, we can see Durkheim’s sociology as a reply to
Kant’s theory of morality and theory of knowledge. Briefly, we can see
Kant’s account of the moral imperative as an attempt to provide a ratio-
nalist justification for the Christian idea of brotherly (altruistic) love. Kant
harnessed reason to ethics to explain why we should feel an obligation
towards others; the categorical imperative claimed that we should treat
others as we expected them to treat us. Morality was thus about reasonable
obligation. Kant’s epistemology and aesthetics ran in the same direction.
Our knowledge of the world is determined or given by general categories
of thought (cause, effect, time, and space). Knowledge is not imprinted on
the mind by empirical reality. In the world of aesthetics, Kant argued that
aesthetic judgement was disinterested, neutral, and objective; Kant thereby
attempted to separate sensibility and aesthetics, because he denied that
aesthetic judgements were emotive.

We can see Durkheim’s account of ethics and knowledge as a reply to
this Kantian legacy. In terms of the sociology of knowledge, Durkheim
claimed, in Primitive Classification (Durkheim and Mauss, 1963), that the
fundamental categories of thought were located in the organization of soci-
ety; social forms produced the forms of thought. For example, the analyti-
cal notion of ‘space’ is modelled on social space. In terms of religious belief,
as we have seen, Durkheim derived the concept of ‘god’, or more exactly
the dichotomy of sacred and profane, from social life; it is society which
inspires in us the sense of the holy. In general, Durkheim wanted to deny
that a rational appreciation of duty, or a utilitarian respect for sanctions,
would ever be sufficient as a basis of moral commitment. Morality req-
uired compassion, fervour, and a sense of the sanctity of moral obligations
to induce a sense of commitment and duty. In this respect, Durkheim fol-
lowed Schopenhauer rather than Kant in formulating an empirical science
of morals which would avoid the formal, a priori reasoning in Kantian
moral philosophy.

98 Classical Sociology



Although Durkheim’s sociology, such as his sociology of education
(Durkheim, 1977; Pickering, 1979), was clearly a social and political
response to the crisis of French society in the late nineteenth century, his
intellectual concerns were not unidimensionally driven by the legacy of
French conservatism. While the intellectual legacy of Saint-Simon and
Comte on Durkheim cannot be denied, Durkheim was also trying to come
to terms with the intellectual legacy of Kant and Schopenhauer, and also
with the impact in his own day of the political ideas of Heinrich von
Treitschke whose pan-Germanism and state theory were condemned by
Durkheim (Giddens, 1986: 230) as dangerous doctrines.

One strong argument against the view that Durkheim was conservative
can be taken from Civic Morals itself, namely in Durkheim’s critique of the
injustice which is associated with and an inevitable outcome of the institu-
tion of inheritance. Because wealth which results from inheritance has no
necessary relationship to merit, Durkheim argued that it ‘invalidates the
whole contractual system at its very roots’ (Durkheim, 1992: 213). He then
offered an attack on the social consequences of inheritance which would be
worthy of Marx’s prose: 

Now inheritance as an institution results in men being born either rich or
poor; that is to say, there are two main classes in society, linked by all sorts
of intermediate classes: the one which in order to live has to make its services
acceptable to the other at whatever cost; the other class which can do with-
out these services because it can call on certain resources, which may,
however, not be equal to the services rendered by those who have them to
offer. Therefore as long as such sharp class differences exist in society, fairly
effective palliatives may lessen the injustice of contracts; but in principle, the
system operates in conditions which do not allow of justice. 

(Durkheim, 1992: 213)

Durkheim claimed that, with a growing sense of justice in a modern
democracy, the institution of inheritance clashed with contemporary
norms of equality. Unfortunately the English translation appears to be stale
and cumbersome. The French ‘la conscience morale’, is rendered as ‘men’s
conscience’ and ‘le sentiment’ as ‘attitude’ with the result that Durkheim’s
text is psychologized and rendered sexist.

Durkheim proposed a moral principle of distribution which would
overcome these existing inequalities, namely ‘the distribution of things
amongst individuals can be just only if it be made relative to the social
deserts of each one’ (Durkheim, 1992: 214). Now Durkheim’s notion of jus-
tice is largely incompatible with a conservative theory of private property
rights, in which the right of heads of households to dispose of their own
property according to their own interests is a fundamental principle of
‘possessive individualism’ (Macpherson, 1962). 

Durkheim, however, recognized two forms of inheritance: wealth and
talents. While the abolition of the privilege of inheritance would undermine
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economic inequality resulting from birth, the inheritance of talents, or what
today we might call ‘cultural capital’ (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990), is
equally significant and is not solely related to economic class. Thus Civic
Morals concludes with the problem of the inheritance of talents: 

To us it does not seem equitable that a man should be better treated as a
social being because he was born of parentage that is rich or of high rank. But
is it any more equitable that he should be better treated because he was born
of a father of higher intelligence or in a more favourable moral milieu? 

(Durkheim, 1992: 220)

While Durkheim could see no ready social or political solution to this
moral problem, he believed that only a special type of consciousness based
on charity and human sympathy may overcome the tendency to judge the
moral worth of a person in terms of their social background. 

In a conclusion which goes back to Schopenhauer’s idea that compas-
sion is the root of moral action, Durkheim argued that charity ‘ignores and
denies any special merit in gifts or mental capacity acquired by heredity.
This, then, is the very acme of justice’ (Durkheim, 1992: 220). These atti-
tudes towards justice are hardly compatible with the social outlook of
conservatism (Green, 1989). In summary, an inspection of ‘Durkheim’s
writings on the growth of moral individualism, on socialism, and on the
State, in the context of the social and political issues which he saw as
confronting the Third Republic, shows how mistaken it is to regard him as
being primarily “conservative”’ (Giddens, 1986: 23). The political argu-
ments of Civic Morals are particularly powerful evidence of such an inter-
pretive ‘mistake’. 

Intellectual Continuity

Civic Morals is also relevant to the debate about the thematic and intellec-
tual continuity of Durkheim’s sociology. Here again it was Parsons who, in
The Structure of Social Action (1937), had claimed that there was a profound
discontinuity in the sociology of Durkheim. In particular, Parsons argued
that Durkheim, especially in The Division of Labor of 1893 and The Rules of
1895, had embraced a positivistic theory of moral facts, while his later
work such as The Elementary Forms of 1912 was based on idealism. Parsons
attempted to show that a positivistic theory of morals which treats social
facts as exterior, objective, and autonomous cannot solve the problem of
how individuals become normatively committed to these moral facts. It
fails to produce an adequate theory of internalization of moral facts, which
can then become subjectively authoritative. It was only when Durkheim
came to his final study of religion that he began to provide a theory of the
emotive character of morality in terms of subjective affectivity. It is ritual
practice and social effervescence which bring about the internalization of
norms, but in Durkheim’s sociology of religion these arguments are based
on the view that ‘society = god’ – an equation which Parsons treated as
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idealism. In short, the analytical inadequacy of a positivistic theory of
morals breaks down into idealism, producing an intellectual rupture at the
heart of Durkheim’s social science of morals. This position is difficult to
sustain when we look at the development contents of Civic Morals.

In many respects, Parsons’s interpretation of Durkheim was a major
intellectual advance at the time. His emphasis on Durkheim’s critique of
Spencer’s individualism in Durkheim’s development of the idea of the
non-contractual element of contract in The Division of Labor was especially
significant (Parsons, 1981). However, a further feature of Parsons’s inter-
pretation involved dividing Durkheim’s work into substantive topics. The
‘early empirical work’ concerned the occupational division of labour and
the suicide problem in France, whereas ‘the final phase’ concerned reli-
gious ideas and questions of epistemology. The idea that Durkheim moved
from empirical questions of social structure to epistemological problems of
knowledge gave further credibility to the idea of a fissure in Durkheimian
sociology. Again this division in terms of substantive areas is not tenable in
terms of Durkheim’s lectures on contract, property, the state, and religion
in Civic Morals.

Professional Ethics and Civic Morals is in fact a collection of Durkheim’s
lectures, which had the title ‘The nature of morals and of rights’ and which
Durkheim delivered at Bordeaux between 1890 and 1900. These lectures
existed in manuscript form with Marcel Mauss; three of the six lectures
were published in the Revue de Metaphysique et de Morale in 1937, twenty
years after Durkheim’s death. It is unlikely that Parsons would have known
of the existence of these lectures when he first published The Structure of
Social Action in 1937. Parsons’s bibliographical notes at the end of The
Structure of Social Action contain some references to work from Durkheim’s
Bordeaux period, but there is no reference to the material which now con-
stitutes Civic Morals. Durkheim’s lectures appeared in French as Leçons de
Sociologie, physique des moeurs et du droit (Durkheim, 1950). 

These lectures on professional ethics, civic morals, property, and con-
tract are thus from what Parsons regarded as Durkheim’s ‘positivist’ phase;
chronologically, they belong with The Division of Labor and The Rules. They
were part of Durkheim’s attempt to create an autonomous sociological dis-
cipline whose main subject matter was to be the study of moral facts. If we
can show that the themes of Civic Morals in fact cover Durkheim’s entire
sociological interests, both ‘late’ and ‘early’, and if we can show that these
interests were not bifurcated around the materialism/idealism dilemma,
then we have shown that Durkheim’s sociology was not ruptured by this
dilemma. More importantly, we will establish an evolution of Durkheim’s
sociological ideas over a period of almost twenty years.

It is not necessary to provide a general summary of Durkheim’s Civic
Morals. To avoid repetition, I shall focus on the core of Durkheim’s argu-
ment across the six lectures with two questions in mind. First, do these
lectures map out Durkheim’s sociology as a whole by anticipating or
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discussing themes which are more fully developed later? Second, how
does Civic Morals address theoretical or political issues which remain at the
core of contemporary sociological debate? By answering these two ques-
tions, I hope also to address the query: why read Durkheim’s Civic Morals?

The central issues of Civic Morals were part of the legacy from
Saint-Simon in a number of important respects. The question behind Saint-
Simon’s work was the problem of the erosion of Christianity, the problems
of industrialization, and the possibility of a ‘religion of humanity’ which,
directed by sociological knowledge, would provide some coherence for a
complex and differentiated society. Saint-Simon was thus exercised by the
problems of political integration in Europe and, in various pamphlets and
addresses, he attempted to conceptualize the institutions which would be
necessary for a European parliamentary system (Taylor, 1975). 

A similar set of issues provided the structure of the argument in Civic
Morals. Durkheim starts by providing an outline of the scientific study of
morals, with which we are perfectly familiar from The Rules or Suicide, but
much of the core argument of Civic Morals is focused on the problems of
social integration and government authority in a post-Christian, if not
secular, society in which there is a high degree of social differentiation. There
is also concern for the problems of global social order and a form of govern-
ment which might ultimately transcend the limitations of the nation-state.

The problem facing modern Europe is the separation of the economy
from society and the absence of any effective regulation of the market
place. The division of labour and the development of the modern economy
have produced, or been accompanied by, the evolution of occupational
groups and professional associations. For Durkheim, these groups offer
some stability for modern society, but there has been no significant
development of business professions; there is no code of conduct which
can regulate economic activity. Professional associations are, in any case,
rather local in their organization and social effects, but the crucial issue is
the absence of a set of professional ethics. The crisis facing Europe is the
anarchy of the market place and the underdevelopment of moral regula-
tion. This ‘moral vacuum’ (Durkheim, 1992: 12) can only be filled by the
development of a ‘corporate system’, a code of business ethics, and state
intervention in the market place. As Durkheim argued in The Division of
Labor and Suicide, this lack of moral regulation means that individuals
are exposed to the negative or anomic consequences of the business cycle
and to their own unlimited desires and expectations. Durkheim was criti-
cal of this structural problem in modern societies, but he also attacked
classical economists for failing to see the social consequences of unre-
strained economic activity; economic functions were studied as if they had
no social effects.

The social problem of modern society can be understood more effec-
tively by examining the historical decline of the guild system which in
Roman and medieval times had provided some ethical regulation of
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economic activity, by controlling their members, prices, and the conditions
of exchange. Durkheim, in this historical sketch, adopts an argument
which is characteristic of his sociological style of argumentation as a
whole. He wants to show how these formal rules of conduct had a real
effect on the behaviour of individuals, and he does this by a digression into
religious history. The origins of the guild are to be found in the religious
collegium. The cults which formed around craft activities provided festi-
vals, feasts, collective sacrifices, and patterns of exchange such as the gift.
These collective and ritual activities provided the social and moral force
behind the original regulations on economic behaviour which are associ-
ated with the guild. In other words, Durkheim was never content to dis-
cover a formal obligation or regulation without showing how some
collective and moral force brought about an affective commitment to some
social practice. Morality and moral force is always to be discovered in
‘something that goes beyond the individual, and to the interests of the
group he belongs to’ (Durkheim, 1992: 24). This type of argument was put
to special use in The Elementary Forms, but we can also see it in operation
in Civic Morals. 

The crisis in the European socio-economic system can be best resolved
through the development of a corporative structure which would organize
the various branches of industry, provide an administrative and electoral
system by which interests could be articulated, and thereby come to
develop a macro-system of moral authority and regulation. The ‘cells’, so
to speak, of this structure would be the professional and occupational asso-
ciations to which individuals would be attached. However, the whole sys-
tem could only function if the state became ‘the central organ’ of the whole
system (Durkheim, 1992: 39). These relations between the individual, the
professional associations, and the state are the subject matter of civic
morals. These civic morals thereby determine the normative relationships
between the individual and the state.

Given the widely held opinion that Durkheim failed to develop an
adequate political sociology, it is a striking feature of Civic Morals that
Durkheim gives special prominence to the state in regulating society and
directing moral activity. For Durkheim, the state has the responsibility to
‘work out certain representations which hold good for the collectivity ...
[because] the State is the very organ of social thought’ (Durkheim, 1992:
50–1). We can only understand these arguments by realizing that here, as
elsewhere in Durkheim’s sociology for example in The Division of Labor, he
is attempting to counteract the arguments of Herbert Spencer. For
Durkheim, the contemporary development of the state is not incompatible
with the growing importance of the individual and individualism. The
state is an essential feature of the evolution of individual rights, because it
is only the state which has sufficient authority and collective power to
create and protect individual rights. There is nothing about the state which
must produce a political tyranny, and indeed it is the modern state which
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has liberated the individual from the particularistic forms of domination,
which were typical of feudalism. 

Of course, while Durkheim overtly developed a political sociology in
Civic Morals, his political ideas assumed a moral framework (Wallwork,
1972: 103). The role of the state ‘is to persevere in calling the individual to
a moral way of life’ (Durkheim, 1992: 69) and this leads Durkheim to the
assertion that the state is ‘the organ of moral discipline’ (Durkheim,
1992: 72). One of the few recent studies in historical sociology which has
recognized the importance of Durkheim’s political ideas in Civic Morals is
The Great Arch (Corrigan and Sayer, 1985: 6), but Durkheim is criticized for
not recognizing that the moral authority of the state results from a social
struggle over morality, and that moral regulation has to be enforced. In
general terms, one objection to Durkheim’s account of the state as a moral
agency is the optimistic belief that state terror is not a significant problem.
In a valuable analysis of Durkheim’s sociology, Edward Tiryakian has sug-
gested that Durkheim’s optimistic view of the state as an institution which
protects the individual from particularistic patterns of oppression is a conse-
quence of Durkheim’s Jewish origins. The fact that the First Republic in
France had emancipated the Jews from the restrictions of the ancien regime
provided Durkheim with a concrete model of the state as the protector of
individual freedoms (Tiryakian, 1978: 198). 

There is, however, an important additional element to Durkheim’s
argument which we should not ignore. For Durkheim, the possibility of
state tyranny is limited by the presence of intermediary institutions
between the individual and the state. In this respect, Durkheim’s argument
followed closely on Alexis de Tocqueville’s analysis in 1832 of the prob-
lems of democracy in America, where he had claimed that a democratic
despotism could only be avoided if there was an effective system of vol-
untary associations acting as a social buffer against political domination.
This question of intermediary groups was essential to Durkheim’s treat-
ment of democracy. For Durkheim, the ‘political malaise’ has the same ori-
gin as the ‘social malaise’, namely ‘the lack of secondary cadres to
interpose between the individual and the State ... these secondary groups
are essential if the State is not to oppress the individual: they are also
necessary if the State is to be free of the individual’ (Durkheim, 1992: 96).
These ‘cadres secondaires intercales entre l’individu et l’Etat’ (Durkheim,
1950: 116) are essential both to individual liberties and to the effectivity of
the state. Here again Durkheim looked towards professional and occupa-
tional associations to form this necessary intermediate stratum of institu-
tions between the individual and the state. Indeed, these professional
associations would become, according to Durkheim, the very foundation
of political life. These institutions were necessary to avoid what we might
usefully call ‘political anomie’.

With these institutions and associations, the danger of political des-
potism would recede, but this situation still leaves open the problem of
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political commitment. What is the root of loyalty to the state? In
Durkheim’s argument in Civic Morals, to which he returned during the
First World War, it is patriotism which is the core of this political commit-
ment. Once more we can identify a typical Durkheimian sociological argu-
ment in his treatment of political loyalties. Patriotism is a type of secular
religion, and thus it is possible to talk about a ‘cult of the state’ in which
citizens are, as it were, the worshippers. Patriotism is constituted by ‘the
ideas and feelings as a whole which bind the individual to a certain State’
(Durkheim, 1992: 73). But Durkheim thought that in modern times, there
were two forms of political loyalty which he called ‘patriotism’ and ‘world
patriotism’. For some reason, Cornelia Brookfield has translated ‘le cosmo-
politisme’ as ‘world patriotism’ which does not adequately convey
Durkheim’s meaning (Durkheim, 1950: 87). In ancient times, this division
did not exist, because only one cult was possible: ‘this was the cult of the
State, whose public religion was but the symbolic form of the State’
(Durkheim, 1992: 72). The evolution of modern society has produced a
wider horizon for human consciousness as human beings become con-
scious of their involvement in ‘humanity’ on a global basis. Consciousness
becomes more universal under these new conditions. This universal con-
sciousness is at a higher moral level than mere patriotism, and the impor-
tance of this emerging universal consciousness is that it becomes possible
‘to imagine humanity in its entirety organized as a society’ (Durkheim,
1992: 74). Thus, in an argument which was very close to Saint-Simon’s
vision, Durkheim anticipated the idea of political globalization on the basis
of a universalistic notion of humanity (Turner, 1990). This idea of cosmo-
politanism was part of Durkheim’s later condemnation of pan-Germanism
and a feature of his critique of war ‘which reduces societies, even the most
cultivated, to a moral condition that recalls that of the lower societies. The
individual is obscured’ (Durkheim, 1992: 117). The actual expression used by
Durkheim was much stronger: ‘L’individu disparaît’ (Durkheim, 1950: 140).

This brief commentary on some of the key ideas of Civic Morals is
intended to argue that Durkheim’s sociology is not in any simple sense
‘conservative’ and to show that there was no significant fissure or rupture
in the development of his ideas. The Bordeaux lectures contained the
essential features of his sociology as a whole, both in its ‘early’ and ‘late’
topics of analysis. One final argument which can support this claim is to
note the importance of Durkheim’s criticisms of Kantian philosophy in the
final chapters on property.

I have already noted that in general we can see Durkheim’s sociology
as a response to Kant. First, in his sociology of knowledge, for example
in Primitive Classification (Durkheim and Mauss, 1963), Durkheim argued
that our knowledge of the world was not grounded in a set of a priori
categories which were the structure of (the individual) mind. The funda-
mental categories of thought (time, space, causation and number) were
collective and social categories which were modelled on the structure of
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society itself. The fundamental categories of mind are in fact collective
representations of social life. This theory has, of course, been challenged on
philosophical grounds (Needham, 1963), but I am only concerned at this
stage to show the Kantian origins of this debate in Durkheim. In a similar
fashion, MeštroviI (1991) has convincingly demonstrated that Durkheim’s
moral and aesthetic views were an attempt to criticize the individualism
and rationalism of Kant’s moral argument concerning the nature of the
categorical imperative. This debate with Kant was equally important in
Civic Morals.

In a complex argument about the collective and sacred origins of
property, in which ownership is compared with the concept of the taboo,
Durkheim attempted to present a sociological alternative to Kant’s discus-
sion of property. After a lengthy and difficult argument, which the reader
must study in detail, Durkheim came to a striking conclusion. Respect for
property is not related to the individual personality; this respect has an ori-
gin which is exterior to the individual; it is, once more for Durkheim, an
issue concerning the sacred/profane dichotomy. Thus ‘Property is prop-
erty only if it is respected, that is to say, held sacred’ (Durkheim, 1992: 159).

Where does the sense of the sacred come from? Because the arguments
of The Elementary Forms are probably quite familiar to the sociologist, we
can easily anticipate how Durkheim will answer this question. However,
from the point of view of exegesis, it is interesting to see how fully Civic
Morals rehearses the arguments of his ‘final phase’. For Durkheim, we can
best understand religion as the ‘way in which societies become conscious
of themselves and their history’ (Durkheim, 1961: 160). In a thesis which
reproduced Fustel de Coulanges’s ideas about the ancient world, Durkheim
argued that

The gods are no other than collective forces personified and hypostasized in
material form. Ultimately, it is the society that is worshipped by the believ-
ers; the superiority of the gods over men is that of the group over its mem-
bers. The early gods were the substantive objects which served as symbols to
the collectivity and for this reason became the representations of it.

(Durkheim, 1992: 161)

Once more the French original is inevitably superior:

Les dieux ne sont autre chose que des forces collectives incarnées,
hypostasiées sous forme matérielle. Au fond, c’est la société que les fidèles
adorent; la supériorité des dieux sur les hommes, c’est celle du groupe sur
ses membres. Les premiers dieux ont été les objets matériels qui servaient
d’emblèmes à la collectivité et qui, pour cette raison, en sont devenus les
représentations.

(Durkheim, 1950: 190–1)

This argument, although it was anticipated by Fustel de Coulanges and
William Robertson Smith, was the decisive origin of a sociological theory
of religion which attempted to locate the nature of religious belief and
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experience in collective life. The experience of the holy is, in Durkheim’s
argument, produced by an exterior and superior authority (the society)
through collective rituals, which in turn create a social effervescence. It was
on this basis that Durkheim challenged the individualistic rationalism, not
only of Kant’s moral philosophy, but also of Kant’s Protestant version
of faith.

Thus, in its account of the nature of moral facts, the importance of civic
morals and professional associations in regulating the relationship
between the individual and the state, in its critique of economic indivi-
dualism in Spencerian sociology and English utilitarianism, in its analysis
of the social and political malaise of modern society, in its analysis of the
social origins of religious ideas, and in its general critique of Kantian philo-
sophy, Civic Morals provides a summary of Durkheim’s sociology as a
whole. That this volume should accomplish such a synoptic task is not sur-
prising. Although these lectures on morals and rights were given originally
in Bordeaux in the 1890s, they were repeated in 1904 and 1912 in the
Sorbonne. In Parsons’s exegetical framework these lectures therefore cover
both Durkheim’s ‘early empirical work’ and the ‘final phase’. In the light
of Durkheim’s concern in the period 1912 to 1917 with patriotism, war, and
religion, the continuities between his work at Bordeaux in the 1890s and
later at the Sorbonne are more impressive and obvious than the alleged
discontinuities. The central element of this continuity is that what we com-
monsensically think of in individual terms (mind, feelings, commitment,
and so forth) are collective and social. In more specific terms, the force of
emotive commitment to moral rules has to be found in compassion, and
compassion has its origin in the sacred/collective character of social life. 

Conclusion

In a recent collection of essays on Durkheimian Sociology (Alexander, 1988),
Randall Collins has noted that ‘Of the great classic figures of sociology, at
the present time Durkheim’s reputation is at its lowest’ (Collins, 1988: 107).
This low ebb is partly explained by the ways in which Durkheim has been
(mistakenly) interpreted and received. Durkheim’s reception has been ini-
tially through the English functional anthropologists and later he was
embraced as the founder of multivariate statistics on the basis of his argu-
ments in Suicide. Durkheim was also appropriated by conservatism as a
leading figure. For Collins, Durkheim’s work should be seen as a valuable
contribution to conflict analysis, because, on the basis of The Elementary
Forms, he produced a powerful theory of social solidarity, and this concept
is essential to the development of conflict sociology. The abiding problem
of Durkheimian sociology, however, is that it ‘tended to minimize the
significance of social classes and their conflicts’ (Collins, 1988: 109). On the
basis of a close inspection of Civic Morals, we can see that Collins’s judge-
ment is erroneous. 
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Civic Morals is dominated by a political and social analysis of the
malaise of modern society, which is the failure of intermediary institutions
to provide a linkage between the state and the individual. Professional
ethics and professional associations, along with the development of a sys-
tem of civic morals, are seen to be an antidote to this problem. However,
Durkheim also believed that the state would have to help create a corpo-
rative system, in which an organic bond would emerge between the indi-
vidual and the state. Without these associational and legislative changes,
the anarchy of the economy would continue and society would remain ano-
mic. However, despite these changes, the fundamental inequality between
social classes would remain, because the system of inheritance guaranteed
the unequal distribution of property in society across generations. This
property system would continue to destabilize and delegitimize society,
regardless of changes in the state and the professions. Durkheim’s sense of
justice was outraged by this inequality, because economic inequality pre-
vented the development of compassion which he thought was the founda-
tion of morality. 

In retrospect, Gouldner’s introduction to Durkheim’s Socialism still pro-
vides us with one of the most accurate insights into the real nature and
purpose of Durkheimian sociology. Gouldner argued correctly that one of
the central issues in Civic Morals concerned inheritance and its moral
consequences. Thus, Durkheim ‘holds that it is the existence of social
classes, characterized by significant economic inequalities, that makes it
in principle impossible for “just” contracts to be negotiated’ (Gouldner,
1962: 30). Civic Morals can thus be read as a treatise on the problem of jus-
tice in modern societies, and how the sense of injustice in relationship to
the property system is a feature of their political instability. Durkheim’s
attempted answer to this problem was socialist in arguing that a new eco-
nomic order – a corporative system – would be required to function as a
replacement for the archaic order of the guild. 

Durkheim’s sociology of morals was not, therefore, a conservative
theory of social order. It was a political response to the malaise which he
saw in France in the second half of the nineteenth century, but it was also
a socialist response to the negative impact of an anarchic economy on
moral life. The capitalist economy had become differentiated from political
and social life. In the absence of a system of moral regulation, capitalist
economic relations would be regarded as illegitimate, because capitalist
forms of inheritance and property relationships failed to reward merit and
effort adequately. Durkheim did not look back with nostalgia to the
medieval guild system, because he realized that the guild was no longer
adequate to the task. The reform of an anomic society required a radical
approach to political change and economic organization. Durkheim’s
analysis of the instabilities of a society based upon contract, his defence of
the state as the basis of individual rights, and his ethical critique of
inequality and inherited wealth have a clear relevance to the social and
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political problems of the late twentieth century. This relevance is one
important reason for reading Professional Ethics and Civic Morals.
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CHAPTER 6

KARL MANNHEIM ON IDEOLOGY
AND UTOPIA

Introduction: Karl Mannheim (1893�1947)

Although Mannheim helped to create the sociology of knowledge as a
special branch of sociology, wrote a recognized classic on conservatism
(Mannheim, 1986) and forged the modern link between planning and soci-
ology, he has never enjoyed a secure reputation as a classical sociologist. In
addition to his major work on ideology (Mannheim, 1936), he also wrote a
number of major articles on central issues in sociology such as generations
(Mannheim, 1952). Mannheim also did much to establish the study of the
‘free-floating intellectuals’ as a topic of modern sociology (Mannheim,
1986), but he has not been accorded the same intellectual status as his
contemporaries – for example Max Weber and Georg Simmel.

The explanation for this relative neglect cannot be found in the obscu-
rity of his publications or in the inaccessible presentation of his ideas in a
tortuous style. Mannheim’s major publications have been translated into
English and, unlike many Jewish intellectual refugees from national social-
ism, Mannheim was able to secure an academic position at a key institu-
tion. Unlike other European exiles such as Norbert Elias (Goudsblom,
1988), Mannheim commanded considerable institutional influence over
British sociology. With the support of Morris Ginsberg, the Martin White
Professor of Sociology, Mannheim became a lecturer at the London School
of Economics from 1933 until 1941, when he transferred to the Institute of
Education at the University of London, eventually becoming Professor of
Education in 1946. Mannheim was also the founding editor of a prestigious
series with Routledge & Kegan Paul, namely the International Library of
Sociology and Social Reconstruction, which did much to disseminate soci-
ological ideas in British institutions of higher education. His untimely
death in 1947 cut short a flourishing academic career, but it does not fully
explain Mannheim’s marginality as a ‘founding father’ of sociology. 

Various explanations might be offered for this ambiguity in the history
of the reception of Mannheim into the classical pantheon of the founding
figures. One feature of Mannheim’s work, which is also relevant in under-
standing Ideology and Utopia, is his penchant for the essay form. Mannheim
tended not to write monograph-length pieces, and most of the books,
which are now available in English, are in fact collections of discrete essays.
One consequence is that his work is often repetitious and underdeveloped
in terms of systematic presentation. Another ironic issue is that many of
the characteristics which Mannheim admired in British life – pragmatism



and liberalism – do not favour the emergence of an intelligentsia;
Mannheim’s assimilation into British culture may paradoxically have pre-
cluded his reception globally as a major modern intellectual. Finally,
Mannheim, like Weber, left no school of disciplines behind him, because
his sociology did not point to any single set of remedies for social ills. As
Ernst Manheim in an obituary in the American Journal of Sociology noted,
the complexity and difficulties of his work meant that ‘no recipe is at hand
to guide his disciples in continuing his work’ (Manheim, 1947: 473).

In this chapter on Mannheim’s study of ideology, I want to present var-
ious interpretations of Mannheim’s work in order to locate Ideology and
Utopia within the sociological map. A number of substantive aspects of his
sociology – ideology, conservatism, democracy and intellectuals – are
examined. The principal aim of this commentary is to establish the endur-
ing relevance of Mannheim’s views on Utopia, particularly in the context of
the political turmoil in eastern Europe, and especially in Mannheim’s native
Hungary, at the time of writing this essay. This observation also provides
the pretext for returning to an issue which dominated Mannheim’s own
intellectual interests: what is the role of the intellectual in modern society?

Mannheim�s Life and Work

Mannheim was born in Budapest into a Jewish family; his mother Rosa
Eylenburg was German and his father Gustav Mannheim was Hungarian.
On graduating from a Budapest high school, he undertook university
studies in 1912 at the universities of Budapest and Berlin, where he met
Georg Simmel. He then followed further courses at Freiburg, Heidelberg
and Paris. On returning to Budapest, Mannheim formed an association in
1915 with a group of intellectuals around Georg Lukács, which created the
Free School for the Humanities in 1917. Mannheim was awarded a degree
of philosophy in 1918 for his work on epistemology.

In the post-war crisis, a republic was formed under Count Mihaly
Karolyi in October 1918, but this government also fell in 1919 to be replaced
by a Hungarian Soviet Republic under the leadership of Bela Kun. In this
revolutionary climate, Lukács and many of his followers joined the
Communist Party and the new government. Mannheim, along with many
lecturers from the Free School for the Humanities, taught at the reorgan-
ized University of Budapest. However, Béla Kun’s Republican govern-
ment was under attack from the bourgeoisie and the old landed
aristocracy, but it also failed to win adequate support among the peasants
and workers. After unsuccessful military activities against the Rumanians
and Czechs, Béla Kun and his supporters fled to Vienna, the Rumanians
occupied Budapest and eventually a counter-revolutionary army, led by
Admiral Miklos Horthy de Nagybanya, reoccupied the capital, unleashing
the White Terror. Lukács, Mannheim and many other, typically Jewish,
intellectuals became refugees.
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Mannheim fled to Heidelberg in 1920. Germany was also in a state of
post-war revolutionary turmoil. In Heidelberg, Mannheim enjoyed some
support from Alfred Weber, the brother of Max Weber, who had died in
Munich in June 1920. Mannheim survived as a private scholar and pub-
lished his dissertation on Die Strukturanalyse der Erkenntnistheorie in 1922,
which was translated as ‘Structural analysis of epistemology’ in Essays on
Sociology and Social Psychology in 1953.

It was in Germany that Mannheim began to write on a variety of speci-
fically sociological topics, which included ‘Das Problem einer Soziologie
des Wissens’ in 1925, ‘Das konservative Denken’ in 1927, his lecture on
competition (‘Die Bedeuteung der Konkurrens im Gebiete des Geistigen’)
at the conference of German sociologists at Zurich in 1928, and Ideologie und Utopie
in 1929. These innovative developments around debates on epistemology, knowl-
edge and ideology, which also involved writers like Max Weber, Max Scheler,
Georg Simmel and Georg Lukács, were eventually to establish Mannheim
as a major founder of the sociology of knowledge.

In 1926 Mannheim completed his habilitation, which qualified him to
teach in a university. Working in the philosophy faculty at Heidelberg, he
was apparently a popular teacher with considerable support within the
student body. It was Mannheim’s custom to do his intellectual work in a
café with his postgraduate students and assistants such as Hans Gerth and
Norbert Elias. In 1929 he moved to Frankfurt as a professor of sociology
and economics. His growing eminence in Germany was, however,
over-shadowed by the growth of German nationalism, anti-Semitism, and
fascist influences inside the universities in the late 1920s. Hitler’s chan-
cellorship in 1933 marked the final collapse of democratic politics in
Germany. In 1933, while he was on a lecture tour of the Netherlands,
Mannheim received an offer to join the London School of Economics and
he entered his second migration as a political refugee. This intellectual
migration influenced his own views on the role of the ‘free-floating intel-
lectual’, and one of his last published pieces was a reflection on ’the func-
tion of the refugee’.

In Britain, Mannheim’s interests in epistemology and knowledge were
eventually overtaken by the problems of post-war reconstruction, planning
and democracy which are reflected in a range of articles, many of which
were published subsequently as Man and Society in an Age of Reconstruction
( 1940), Diagnosis of Our Time (1943), Freedom, Power and Democratic Planning
(1951) and (with W.A.C. Steward) An Introduction to the Sociology of
Education (1962). These publications indicate Mannheim’s increasing
involvement in the problems of citizenship in post-war reconstruction and
reformism, and his institutional location in the University of London.
Indeed, Mannheim’s sociology has been seen as ‘the search for a democra-
tic solution to the problem of achieving consensus in a mass society’ (Wirth,
1947: 357). After his death, many of his articles were translated and edited
as Essays on the Sociology of Knowledge (1952), Essays on Sociology and Social
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Psychology (1953), Essays on the Sociology of Culture (1956) and Structures of
Thinking (1982). Finally, a number of major interpretations of Mannheim
have been published, which indicate a growing international appreciation
of Mannheim’s standing as a major twentieth-century social theorist. These
publications include Gunter W. Remmling (1975) The Sociology of Karl
Mannheim, A.P. Simonds (1978) Karl Mannheim’s Sociology of Knowledge,
David Kettler, Volker Meja and Nico Stehr (1984) Karl Mannheim, and Colin
Loader (1985) The Intellectual Development of Karl Mannheim.

Interpreting Mannheim

Periodization

Various interpretations have been offered for the development and discon-
tinuities of Mannheim’s work. Several writers have suggested chronologi-
cal frameworks which present a developmental view of Mannheim’s
oeuvre. For example, Remmling (1975: 9) divides Mannheim’s development
into four phases. In the first period (1918–32), he was primarily concerned
with philosophical questions and with the sociology of knowledge. His
major publication in that period was the German edition of Ideology and
Utopia in 1929. In the second phase (1933–8), Mannheim turned to ques-
tions of planning, partly as a consequence of his migration to England and
as a response to the problems of change in industrial societies. His major
work in that period was Man and Society in an Age of Reconstruction, which
was first published in German in 1935. In his third phase (1939–44),
Mannheim was involved increasingly in questions concerning values, reli-
gion and education during his association with the Moot, an influential
group of clergy and academics, who were concerned with social reform
from a Christian perspective. The group included Alec Vidler, J. Middleton
Murry and T.S. Eliot. His major work in this phase of his life was Diagnosis
of Our Time in 1943. Finally, between 1945 and 1947, he turned towards the
problem of power and politics, publishing Freedom, Power and Democratic
Planning, which appeared posthumously in 1951.

Colin Loader adopted a similar interpretive strategy, describing
Mannheim’s work as a ‘dynamic totality’ (Loader, 1985: 3). Loader divided
Mannheim’s development into three major sections and two transitional
periods. Loader recognized the eclectic character of Mannheim’s interests
and his dependence on the essay form, but he suggested that Mannheim
did achieve a synthesis in terms of his cultural–philosophical interests
(1910–24). This focus was followed by a political synthesis in 1929. Finally,
there was a synthesis around democratic planning between 1938 and 1947.
These three major periods broadly correspond to the three political contexts
within which Mannheim worked in Hungary, Germany and England.

A number of commentators have remained dissatisfied with these
attempts to periodize Mannheim’s work. Thus, N. Abercrombie and
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B. Longhurst (1983) attempted to identify thematic and epistemological
features in Mannheim’s development. They note that there are generally
speaking three existing orientations to Mannheim’s work, especially his
studies of knowledge and ideology. First, there are a group of writers who
see Mannheim as an exponent of Marxist sociology. Thus, M. Mulkay
(1979) argued that Mannheim had extended Marx’s idea that the economic
base determines the superstructure of beliefs to incorporate the notion that
the ‘existential base’ included generations, sects and occupational groups.
Mannheim had also developed the idea of ‘utopia’ alongside the Marxist
emphasis on ideology.

By contrast, a second group of writers (Adorno, 1967; Jay, 1970; Kettler,
1971; Lukács, 1980) argued that Mannheim had departed from Marxism.
Their objections could be summarized by the argument that Mannheim’s
sociology of knowledge undermined the critical force of the Marxist
analysis of ideology, which aimed to unmask the bourgeois ideology
of capitalism. By contrast, in Mannheim’s sociology of knowledge
Marxism was itself simply another collection of beliefs, which could be
analysed by a sociologist rather like Mannheim had analysed Conservatism
(Mannheim, 1986).

Finally, other writers have seen Mannheim as part of the hermeneutic
tradition. Thus, A.P. Simonds (1978) and Zygmunt Bauman (1978) believed
that Mannheim’s approach to conservative thought, Utopias, romanticism
and consciousness represented hermeneutic attempts to understand their
meaning and significance as cultural objects.

By contrast, Abercrombie and Longhurst argued that it was in fact dif-
ficult to claim that a single issue characterized or dominated Mannheim’s
work, because his interests and approaches had changed over time. They
noted three major changes. First, Mannheim was concerned with the
legacy of idealism in cultural analysis. This problem was dominant for
example in his doctoral dissertation. Second, there was a hermeneutic
stage, which was illustrated by his essay ‘On the Interpretation of
Weltanschauung’ in 1921–2. The third and major stage was, however, dom-
inated by the sociology of knowledge. In his sociology of knowledge,
Mannheim rejected Marx, developed a view of social class as simply one
dimension of domination, and embraced an essentialist view of struggle
and competition as a necessary feature of the human condition as such.

This interpretation of Abercrombie and Longhurst has itself been chal-
lenged by Susan Hekman (1986). While she found their emphasis on the
inconsistencies in Mannheim useful, Hekman claimed that these inconsis-
tencies were produced by a single issue which influenced all of Mannheim’s
work, namely the question of an appropriate epistemological basis for the
social sciences. Thus, she claimed that ‘these inconsistencies are a result of
his attempt to make a radical break with Enlightenment and positivist epis-
temology’ (Hekman, 1986: 14). She concludes by arguing that this unsuc-
cessful and incomplete quest for an alternative epistemology to positivism
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brought Mannheim, in his lifelong concern to understand the relationship
between thought and existence, increasingly towards a hermeneutic and
antifoundationalist position. To understand this claim, we need to examine
another interpretive dispute in approaches to Mannheim which surrounds
the issue of relativism.

Relativism and Relationism

Strong versions of the sociology of knowledge, especially those which have
been influenced by a Marxist theory of ideology, are often thought to face
a number of classic dilemmas. If it is argued that beliefs are socially deter-
mined, then the theory of social determinism is equally determined. There
appears to be no escape from the trap of relativism. However, perhaps it
is possible to argue that some beliefs are less determined than others.
Furthermore, perhaps some formal, logical or mathematical propositions
(such as 2 × 2 = 4) are not determined at all. The problem here would be to
find a satisfactory division between scientific and other beliefs in order to
argue that scientific beliefs are not socially determined. There are further
problems with this argument. It does appear to be possible that the devel-
opment and acceptance of scientific propositions are indeed socially deter-
mined. One classic example is to be found in the research of Ludwig Fleck
(1979) on the production and acceptance of ideas in the scientific commu-
nity. There does not appear to be grounds for giving natural science such a
privileged position.

In any case, it appears to be logically important to distinguish between
three separate issues: (1) are beliefs socially determined? (2) are beliefs true
or false? and (3) are beliefs rationally held? If, as sociologists, we want to
argue that all beliefs (including scientific beliefs) are socially determined,
this may have logically little bearing on whether a belief is true and
whether it is consistently and rationally held (Abercrombie, 1980;
MacIntyre, 1971). Furthermore, symbols may be neither rational nor irra-
tional. However, the problem is that unless we can distinguish between
true and false beliefs, between ideological and neutral beliefs, between rea-
son and unreason, then there are no grounds for critical evaluation. How
can we choose between good and evil?

It has always been important to Marxism as a political movement to
distinguish between ideology and science. Marx and Engels, however, held
a number of rather different positions on the nature of ideology. They dis-
cussed a range of concepts relating to this question: the fetishism of com-
modities, false consciousness, the determination of consciousness by social
being, ideology as a camera obscura, the base and superstructure
metaphor, and the dominant ideology thesis. One position, which became
common in traditional Marxism, claimed that it is the particular way in
which beliefs are held in relation to interests, which permits us to decide
on the ideological character of beliefs. Ideological or false beliefs are
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socially determined by class interests. Thus, one can in principle uncover
the ideological beliefs of certain social classes by showing that they have
an interest in obscuring the nature of reality in such a way as to gain some
political or social advantage. For example, it has sometimes been sug-
gested that individualism (Macpherson, 1962) functions as an ideology
because it obscures the objective structure of class inequality; poverty
appears as the fault of recalcitrant and lazy individuals. The major division
is in fact around the beliefs of the capitalist class and the proletariat.
Because the capitalist has an interest in the status quo, and thus an interest
in legitimizing inequality, bourgeois beliefs are ideological. Because the
proletariat has no objective interest in maintaining the current situation,
working-class beliefs are not determined by class interest.

There are a number of notorious problems with this position. It is not
clear that social class is the only framework within which one can under-
stand interests and ideology. As Mannheim suggested, why not include
generations, occupational groups or religious organizations? Then there is
a major political problem, which is how to explain the apparent lack of
enthusiasm for Marxism on the part of the working class in the advanced
capitalist societies. Most of the solutions (false consciousness, dual con-
sciousness, or hegemony) have proved to be inadequate (Abercrombie,
Hill and Turner, 1980; Mann, 1973). However, it does not necessarily follow
that, because the working class of the industrial capitalist societies have
neither overthrown capitalism by revolutionary struggle nor voted for
political parties which are willing to transform capitalism in some radical
direction, the working class are successfully incorporated by consumerism,
by a dominant ideology or by their false consciousness. The explanation of
the stability of the western capitalist democracies in fact requires a far more
complex explanation, which would include, among other issues, an analy-
sis of the role of citizenship in the stabilization of the political system via
the creation of social solidarity. Finally, the analysis of specific belief sys-
tems through a Marxist sociology of ideology has not always proved to be
especially convincing. For example, although individualism is often
thought to contribute to the legitimacy of capitalism, it can also be shown
that certain varieties of individualism were anti-capitalist (Abercrombie,
Hill and Turner, 1980).

These problems, which are broadly the problems of a relativist sociol-
ogy of knowledge, haunted Mannheim’s attempt to develop a sociology of
the relationship between thought and social existence, which would avoid
both reductionism and relativism. Mannheim developed a hermeneutic
approach to culture as an alternative to the economic reductionism of cer-
tain forms of crude Marxism and, at least in his early Hungarian period, he
was influenced by forms of idealism. Mannheim sought to distinguish a
reductionist from an imminent critique of ideas. He drew on the work of
Wilhelm Dilthey to develop an internal understanding of belief, which
would supplement the external interpretations of Marxist sociology.
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However, when his Ideology and Utopia first appeared in its German
edition, Mannheim was criticized by members of the Frankfurt School (the
Institut für Sozialforschung) because he had watered down Marx’s critical
use of ideology to understand the political requirements of the class strug-
gle. But Mannheim was also charged by more conservative critics with
relativism and it was further claimed that his sociology of knowledge
would actually undermine commitment to liberal values, which were a
necessary alternative to fascism. Mannheim felt the need to defend himself
against some of these charges. He used various intellectual strategies to
resolve these problems, but it is generally agreed that his solutions were
both inconsistent and ultimately inadequate.

These solutions included: the hermeneutic tradition of interpretation as
an alternative to reductionism; the differentiation of relativism and rela-
tionalism; and the idea of the free-floating intelligentsia. Hermeneutic
interpretations are based on a tradition of critical reading which attempts
to argue that the cultural sciences require techniques and methods which
are quite separate from those of the natural sciences. While this argument
is perfectly plausible, Mannheim in Ideology and Utopia often appears
to explain ideological and Utopian beliefs in class terms, namely in terms
of a theory of interest which is compatible with a Marxist sociology of
beliefs. Mannheim does not appear to have adopted hermeneutic app-
roaches consistently.

The distinction between relativism and relationism was also unsatis-
factory, partly because it was used inconsistently. Relativism challenges
belief by suggesting (often implicitly) that once a belief has been explained
in terms of its context, then it has been explained away. Relationalism, in
recognizing that beliefs have a context, challenges the idea of an absolute
truth, but accepts the importance of a variety of truths which are related to
a social context. The relational thinker can never be certain that his or her
convictions are valid; it is for future generations to make such judgements.
The relational thinker could have convictions, especially convictions about
change, but they could not have a Utopian conviction about future condi-
tions, however, through sociological knowledge, they might avoid the exis-
tential limitations of ideology. This distinction is similar to Weber’s views
on the ethic of responsibility and the ethic of absolute ends in his lecture
on science as a vocation. In a world of pluralistic values, it is often difficult
to be committed to an absolute goal in a consistent fashion. A person of
some integrity should nevertheless embrace a moral life which is based on
responsibility for actions. Such a person might choose a calling in science
or in politics (Lassman and Velody, 1989). We can never be fully sure that
this calling has validity, but our options are limited in a world without the
guidance of God. However, for Mannheim, it was the free-floating intel-
lectuals who might most successfully institutionalize a relational as
opposed to a reductionist consciousness.
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The Intellectuals

In Ideology and Utopia, Mannheim adopts, as part of his major argument, a
typically Marxist position. The dominant class embraces ideology which
blinds it to the possibility of social change, especially social change of a
revolutionary character. The subordinate class, by contrast, is motivated by
a desire for change; its Utopian vision blinds it to the possibility of perpet-
ual stability. One could crudely argue that Mannheim adopts a Marxist
theoretical strategy. Dominant classes seek to incorporate subordinate
classes by supporting ideologies which justify the status quo as a natural
order of events, especially an immutable order of arrangements. Their
interests push them towards ideology. By contrast, because subordinate
groups have nothing to lose but their chains, they have a Utopian orienta-
tion towards a future dispensation. The beliefs of both classes are situa-
tionally determined and interest-driven. Their beliefs are consequently
relative, not relational.

Mannheim’s concern for the role of intellectuals is a ‘natural’ develop-
ment of this line of thought. Intellectuals are not an integrated social class,
and they are not associated with a single political party. They are not in this
sense directly determined by their class position or by a single class inter-
est. However, one could also argue that Mannheim’s intellectual concern
for the role of an intelligentsia reflected his own biographical situation as
a refugee from Hungarian counter-revolutionary forces and later from
German national socialism. Furthermore, one might also note that much of
classical sociology and radical Marxism were produced by a floating
Jewish intelligentsia – Marx, Simmel, Durkheim, the whole of the
Frankfurt School and of course Mannheim himself. These Jewish intellec-
tuals were, so to speak, doubly alienated from European society as migrant
refugees and as Jews alienated from a Christian social order. Finally, we
can read Mannheim’s views on the free-floating intellectuals in the late
1920s as a plea for the continuation of open and free debate about social
issues in the context of the penetration of fascism into the German univer-
sity system (Bensman, Vidich and Gerth, 1982: 18).

However, in Ideology and Utopia the discussion of the ‘free-floating intel-
lectuals’ appears as a rather neutral discussion of the class position of intel-
lectuals in modern societies. Adopting Alfred Weber’s expression ‘the
socially unattached intelligentsia’ (freischwebende Intelligenz), Mannheim
argued that the intellectuals were not a class in Marx’s sense and further-
more they were not attached to or identified with a specific social class. In
contemporary societies, ‘intellectual activity is not carried on exclusively
by a socially rigidly defined social class, such as a priesthood, but rather by
a social stratum which is to a large degree unattached to any social class
and which is recruited from an increasingly inclusive area of social life’
(Mannheim, 1936: 139). This structural independence from the class system
opens up the possibility that intellectuals will be socially free from the
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determination of class interests and will therefore have an insight into
social processes which are denied to other classes.

Mannheim in this brief passage on intellectuals opened up a debate
which has continued with much vigour. However, there are both analyti-
cal and empirical problems with his argument – in addition to the fact
that Mannheim did not continue or persist with this argument in his sub-
sequent work. One issue is that intellectuals were often not free floating
with respect to contemporary political movements such as fascism. While
many intellectuals left Germany, an equally large group of influential intel-
lectuals co-operated with national socialism. Today there is still a debate
about the relationship or connection between Martin Heidegger, to take
but one major German thinker, and national socialism. At a more general
level, the precise way in which intellectuals might be free or independent
is problematic. For example, in many European universities the intellectual
as an academic has been regarded as a civil servant, and thus the exact
character of their free-floating status is questionable. Because intellectuals
like artists and musicians typically require some form of patronage if they
are to work outside the state sector, their independence from social
processes and from social interests is relative. The existence of an intelli-
gentsia, their social class composition and their autonomy from social
constraint are historical and sociological questions. Only in rather excep-
tional circumstances would an intelligentsia be ’unattached’ in Alfred
Weber’s terms. It is consequently difficult from within a British tradition to
understand Mannheim’s views on the specific problems of German intel-
lectuals. To understand the German context, we have to keep in mind the
gradual erosion of the traditional educated strata of the middle class (the
Bildungsbürgertum) and the transformation of the German professorate
with the modernization of the German university system towards the end
of the century (Ringer, 1969). Some aspects of this issue were analysed in
Mannheim’s Conservatism.

Although Mannheim’s various attempts to resolve the difficulties
which were raised by Marxist reductionism were ultimately inadequate or
unsatisfactory, he did ask a range of questions which continue to dominate
the sociology of knowledge generally and the sociology of intellectual life
in particular (Abercrombie, Hill and Turner, 1986). While Mannheim
sought to understand the social conditions which would make intellectu-
als autonomous in terms of their relationship to social class and political
parties, the real issue is more specifically the organizational conditions
under which intellectual life is conducted. Because intellectuals have
typically existed as academics, the question of their independence is a
more particular one, namely how will universities be funded and how will
the tenure of academics be secured. In the modern period, the threat
to intellectual life comes partly from threats to the ongoing funding of
higher education and the conditions under which students have access to
education. For example, the threat to the financial independence of
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universities in Britain during the global economic recession of the
1980s has given a new urgency to the problems of securing the indepen-
dence and autonomy of intellectual life. This debate about the possible
end of the intellectual as a recognized public figure (Bauman, 1987) has
taken place in the context of new allegations about the involvement
of major intellectual figures like Martin Heidegger and Paul de Man in
fascist politics.

In short, Mannheim’s concerns about intellectual integrity, the defence
of values and the nihilist implications of relativism have retained their rel-
evance and urgency. While some form of relativism appears to be an
inescapable consequence of the sociology of knowledge, it is necessary to
find alternatives to relativism if moral debate is to be possible. If intel-
lectual life as critical culture is to survive, there must be some conditions
for intellectual freedom; specifically intellectuals must enjoy a certain
detachment from class and party. To understand these concerns more fully,
we need now to turn to a discussion of the nature of Mannheim’s analysis
of ideology and Utopia.

Ideology and Utopia

Ideology and Utopia is the work on which Mannheim’s reputation to date
has largely rested. The German edition of 1929 consisted of two more or
less independent essays and an introduction, which now form the three
middle sections of the English version of 1936. The German edition thus
contained part two (‘Ideology and Utopia’), part three (‘The Prospects
of Scientific Politics’), and part four (‘The Utopian Mentality’). In the
English edition, part one (‘Preliminary Approach to the Problem’) was
written for an English audience, whom Mannheim assumed would be
unfamiliar with many issues which German academics would take for
granted. Part five (’The Sociology of Knowledge’) was originally an article
(‘Wissensoziologie’) in Alfred Vierkandt’s handbook of sociology
(Handwörterbuch der Soziologie 1931).

These details are not trivial, because the English version ‘has a charac-
ter quite different from the original’ (Wolf, 1971: lxi). In terms of style,
whereas the German text is vigorous, passionate and committed, the
English edition reads as a scholarly and measured commentary on the
issues facing the sociology of knowledge. Reading the English version, it
would be difficult to understand the political and moral dispute which
arose from the German publication. Whereas the English version has been
received as a treatise on the sociology of knowledge, the German version is
a tract on the politics of certain types of mentality. While Mannheim became
known for his theory of ideology, the German edition was equally a study
of Utopian thought. Thus, the German study ‘was a call to action, an
attempt to involve intellectuals in the political process’ (Loader, 1985: 95).

Karl Mannheim on Ideology and Utopia 121



Partly as a consequence of these problems of translation and partly as a
consequence of seeing Ideology and Utopia as a sociological answer to Georg
Lukács’s History and Class Consciousness (1971) which had appeared in
German in 1923, commentaries on Mannheim have failed to give sufficient
attention to the concept of Utopia in Mannheim’s thought. For Mannheim,
Utopia is the will for change; as such, Utopian thought is the major force
of historical change. Utopian aspirations are associated with the quest for
ecstacy, that is to transcend, and if necessary to transgress, existing social
roles. The Utopian desire is to stand outside ourselves. In this light,
Mannheim’s discussion is parallel to Weber’s contrast in his sociology of
religion between the charismatic challenge to existing authorities and the
traditional legitimation of social life as it is (Weber, 1965). Like Weber,
Mannheim argues that modern history starts with the orgiastic chiliasm of
the Anabaptists and modern politics starts when a Utopian mentality asso-
ciated with a lower strata brings about the participation of a whole society
in the quest for total change. The Utopian mentality of the Protestant rev-
olution has subsequently influenced the whole of western history.

This definition of Utopia provides one method of defining ideology in
negative terms, as the absence of a positive Utopia. Ideology thus belongs
to the routinization of the social world, against which the Utopian move-
ment is always an ‘irrational’ threat. In opposition to spiritual chiliasm,
there developed an alternative Utopia which Mannheim described as the
conservative Utopian mentality. However, while the ecstatic-chiliastic ele-
ment tends to accompany all forms of revolutionary struggle, Mannheim
noted a variety of modern, secular Utopian dreams for progress which
have assumed a more rational and intellectual direction, for example the
liberal-humanism of the bourgeois class in its struggle against the rem-
nants of feudalism. The proletarian consciousness of industrial capitalism
is also a descendant of the chiliastic experience of opposition, and has its
location in the industrial working class. Just as the liberal Utopia was an
attack on conservative and religious Utopias, so the socialist Utopia radi-
calized the liberal version of liberty and equality, and then attacked the
bourgeois Utopia of personal freedom as an ideology, masking particular-
istic and cynical interests.

Again following Weber, Mannheim saw the emergence of a disciplined
political party and an organized leadership as a ‘routinization of charisma’,
that is organized socialism has to turn against its ecstatic-orgiastic origins
in order to impose discipline. Within the sociology of religion, Ernst
Troeltsch, at one time a close friend of Weber, had described this routiniza-
tion in terms of a transition from a sect to a church in his The Social Teaching
of the Christian Churches (1960), which was published in Germany in 1911.
The oscillation between ideology and Utopia is a movement between
charismatic leadership and administration, between the ecstatic experi-
ences of the sect and the ordered ritual of the Church, and between the
divine and the secular.
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To see Ideology and Utopia in this framework (as a study of revolutionary
politics rather than an academic treatise on epistemological problems in
the sociology of knowledge) permits us to understand certain continuities
in Mannheim’s problematic. If Utopia is the driving force of history, where
do intellectuals stand in relation to ecstacy? Mannheim outlined a number
of options for intellectuals in terms of the choice between its social and its
intellectual interests. For the radical socialist intellectual, there is no such
tension or conflict, because intellectual and existential concerns are
merged. Happily, their Utopian aspirations find an obvious and easy out-
let. Alternatively, intellectuals might simply drop their ecstatic Utopian
drives and settle into mediocrity. A third group might embrace nostalgia,
thereby avoiding any engagement with the problems of modernity (Stauth
and Turner, 1988). Another group will adopt a form of mystical withdrawal
into a subjectivist or contemplative orientation. These orientations to the
world in terms of Utopia closely resemble Weber’s analysis of the tension
within a Christian rejection of worldly values through the major alter-
natives of inner-directed and other-directed asceticism and mysticism. It
was in terms of these tensions between the sacred and the profane
that Weber (1965) conceptualized the direction of western modernity via
religious orientations.

While these options all have their negative aspects, Mannheim was
primarily concerned to assert the historical and existential importance of
Utopia for the ‘health’ of society and the individual. He can contemplate
the disappearance of ideology without difficulty, but the disappearance of
Utopia ‘would mean that human nature and human development would
take on a totally new character. The disappearance of utopia brings about
a static state of affairs in which man himself becomes no more than a thing’
(Mannheim, 1936: 236). Without Utopian hope, human beings become
alienated from human nature; they become thing-like. Without ideals,
human beings are then subordinated to their animal impulses.

Thus, the concept of Utopia in Mannheim’s German period was more
than merely a component of a sociology of ideological and Utopian
thought. Without Utopia, humanity would lose its will to create history,
sinking into either self-pity or complacency. The conclusion of the German
edition of Ideology and Utopia therefore contained an important moral mes-
sage: without ideology and Utopia, human beings would abandon their
‘reality transcending principle’. They would, to employ the words of
Nietzsche’s equally powerful view of Man as an historical animal, once
more sink back into the herd. In this respect, the capacity for Utopian aspi-
rations is a spiritual capacity. This moral challenge in Mannheim’s analy-
sis of Utopia, furthermore, carries with it a clear instruction to intellectuals:
they have a responsibility to defend ideals against two corrupting forces:
relativism and complacency engendered by the matter-of-factness of
everyday relations.
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Conclusion: The Civilizing Process

The implication of this chapter is that Max Weber and Alfred Weber played
a major part in Mannheim’s sociological development. Max Weber con-
tributed significantly to Mannheim’s views on sociological method and
social structure. Weber’s notion of the ethic of responsibility (embrace the
tasks of politics and science within the limited horizon of values available!)
had an importance for Mannheim’s views on the seriousness of the socio-
logical calling. We have seen that Alfred Weber’s idea of the socially ‘unat-
tached intelligentsia’ was equally significant. However, in the various
secondary works written about Mannheim, perhaps insufficient weight
has been given to Alfred Weber’s cultural sociology in shaping Mannheim’s
analysis of Utopia and ideology. Furthermore, if we approach Utopia as a
moral principle of a civilized society, then we should take more notice of
Alfred Weber’s contrast between social processes, civilizational process
and cultural movements (A. Weber, 1920–1) as a framework for grasping
the importance of Utopian movements.

As Germany moved rapidly towards an industrial and urban capitalist
system, the cultural values which lay at the basis of the German notion of
a ‘cultured person’ appeared to be fundamentally challenged. As we have
seen, German values were organized around the idea of a Bildungskultur (a
learned culture in which the personality is shaped by ideals); this concept
was also linked to notions of restraint, individuality and sensibility. It was
this culture which was challenged by industrialization. It was also chal-
lenged by new ideas of democracy and secularity. Mannheim’s Ideology and
Utopia appeared to conservative writers like Ernst Robert Curtius (1929) as
a relativizing attack on established values .

In response to these social changes, German sociology developed a
range of concepts and methods by which to understand these processes.
Ferdinand Tönnies’s conceptual distinction between gemeinschaft and
gesellschaft was one of the most influential dichotomies in early sociology
(Tönnies, 1955). The other contrast was between ’culture’ and ’civilization’,
which Alfred Weber treated as processes or movements (Kulturbewegung
and Zivilisationsprozess). In English, both ‘culture’ and ’civilization’ indi-
cate positive evaluations of persons or institutions; both are worth defend-
ing. However, in Germany in the late nineteenth century, these concepts
represented opposite and contrasted processes. While ’Kultur’ was posi-
tive and moral, ’Zivilisation’ was the negative consequence of industrial
modernization, secularization and the dominance of life-styles which
resulted from capitalist relations of production. Civilization in this German
context was thus negative modernization, or the corruption of traditional
standards of excellence. The idea of a civilizational process (in the English
sense of ’to civilize’) was subsequently developed into a major theory of
social change by Mannheim’s Frankfurt assistant Norbert Elias (Mennel,
1989) in his two volume The Civilizing Process (Elias, 1978–82).
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It is against this debate that we have to understand Weber and
Mannheim’s concern for the social role of the free-floating or unattached
intelligentsia, because it was this group which might best respond to these
civilizational changes without either persisting with merely conservative
elitism or embracing a partisan socialism. The free-floating intelligentsia
would require a vision of Utopia in order to guide the social forces which
had been released by capitalist civilization. The traditional concept of
Bildung (cultured education or learning) was typically elitist. The appro-
priation of Bildung required extensive training, self-regulation and
restraint; it is difficult to imagine a democratization of this type of educa-
tion. Mannheim eventually broke with Alfred Weber over the issue of cul-
ture, partly because Mannheim was moving towards a political interest
in social change via planning and democracy. Mannheim, in rejecting
both conservative and socialist responses to the Zivilisationsprozess, moved
towards a version of the welfare state in which education would become
available on an egalitarian basis. He also moved away from a German
conception of personality within the Bildungskultur paradigm to embrace
an American psychology of human development from the work of
William James, W.I. Thomas and G.H. Mead in his An Introduction to the
Sociology of Education.

In his later works on planning and reconstruction in a democracy,
Mannheim was increasingly interested in how religious values might
continue to be important and influential in the secular planning process,
but the view of Utopia as both a challenge to established ways and as an
aspect of the regulation of impulses disappeared from his English publi-
cations on social reform. In Diagnosis of Our Time, he saw the plural values
of democracy (as the legacy of antiquity, Christianity and classical liberal-
ism) as an important antidote to the fanatical values of the Nazi move-
ment, but he did not specifically appeal to a spiritual or apocalyptic utopia
to mobilize citizens against the Nazi terror. In Man and Society, he talked
about the regulation of animal impulses through self-rationalization, self-
regulation and reflection (Mannheim, 1940: 55–7), but the strong moral lan-
guage of the German version of Ideology and Utopia is subordinated to an
academic discourse.

As Mannheim became increasingly committed to the idea of rational
planning within a democratic polity as the most desirable pathway to
social change, the vision of Utopia as a historical force was replaced by his
commitment to modern education as a method of preparation for citizen-
ship. A modern educational system could institutionalize and rationalize
the Utopian impulse and contribute to the transformation of eschatology
into instrumental rationality. In this process, which Weber had called the
‘routinization of charisma’, the intellectual was also gradually transformed
from an interpreter of social change into a legislator (Bauman, 1987).

Mannheim’s final position was in many respects unsatisfactory; he
never fully grasped the impact of interest-bearing groups and classes on
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both the political and the planning process, or the economic constraints on
planning in a democracy. In any case, his position was incomplete, given
his untimely death. However, his religio-moral view of the intellectual as
the carrier of social values was a compelling perspective on the tensions of
the intellectual in a secular calling. Mannheim’s commitment to this pro-
ject is also morally impressive in the context of his life as a refugee.
However, in order to understand Mannheim’s challenge to intellectuals as
an unattached stratum, we need to pay close attention to Ideology and
Utopia, but not in its longer and more sober English version. It is through
an examination of the sections which were the original German version
that we can understand this text as a passionate study of the Utopian
mentality as the lever of history and as a defence against the nihilism of an
industrial civilization.
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CHAPTER 7

KARL MANNHEIM AND THE
SOCIOLOGY OF CULTURE

Introduction

Karl Mannheim (1893–1947) is famous for his contribution to the
development of the sociology of knowledge (Turner, 1991), but his contri-
bution to the sociology of culture is unfortunately less well known or
appreciated. These two aspects of Mannheim’s sociology are clearly closely
related. Consequently, these essays on culture can be suitably read along-
side Mannheim’s influential Ideology and Utopia (1991). The sociological
study of culture can be considered as an extension of the sociology of
knowledge, because it develops a sociological perspective on the symbolic
field. Although Mannheim’s essays on the sociology of culture were begun
originally in Germany before his exile in 1933, they have retained their
intellectual freshness and relevance to our times.

There are two reasons why it is still very profitable to study these
essays. Firstly, Mannheim developed a method of studying systems of
ideas which has continued to be revolutionary in challenging our assump-
tions about the relationship between knowledge and society. This revolu-
tionary method was in fact the sociology of knowledge which, among
other things, is concerned with the social determination of ideas. His
approach raised, and continues to raise, fundamental problems about the
truth and falsity of ideas which are, for example, produced by the social
competition between groups (Abercrombie, 1980; Meja and Stehr, 1990;
Merton, 1945).

Secondly, Mannheim’s views remain compelling because he explored
issues which have continued to dominate contemporary debates. Two such
issues are central to Essays on the Sociology of Culture (1956). They can be
expressed in the form of two questions: What is the relationship between
the social organization of intellectuals and the ideas which they produce?
Given the changing nature of equality in contemporary societies, can we
expect a certain democratization of culture? In this chapter I shall address
myself to these two profoundly significant questions. However, before
considering the problems of the intelligentsia and democratization, we
need to concern ourselves briefly with the concept of ‘culture’.

Sociology of Culture

Although the concept of culture is central to both sociology and anthropo-
logy, there is little agreement about its meaning or significance. Although



there have recently been a number of major contributions to the sociology
of culture (Archer, 1988; Wuthnow, 1987), Raymond Williams’s observa-
tion that ‘culture is one of the two or three most complicated words in the
English language’ (Williams, 1976: 76) is still obviously accurate. As a broad
definition, we can say that culture refers to the symbolic and learned com-
ponents of human behaviour such as language, religion, custom and con-
vention. As contrasted with instinct, culture is often thought to mark out
the significant division between the human and the animal world. In soci-
ology, much of the difficulty with culture is whether it is necessary to have
a sociology of culture or cultural sociology; that is, does sociology attempt
to study a special phenomenon called ‘culture’, or should we attempt to
develop a special perspective on social relations which would be encapsu-
lated by the notion of ‘cultural sociology’?

While there are these general difficulties, there are quite specific prob-
lems in terms of how we are to approach Mannheim’s ‘sociology of culture’
in order to understand it properly within its German sociology context.
Mannheim’s understanding of the issues is developed in Part One, where
he attempts to outline a sociology of mind in response to the legacies of
idealism and materialism in German philosophy. He defines the sociology
of mind as ‘the study of mental functions in the context of action’
(Mannheim, 1956: 20). The sociology of the mind will provide ‘the wider
frame of reference for our earlier inquiries into the sociology of knowledge’
(Mannheim, 1956: 24). There are a number of problems and difficulties
with Mannheim’s presentation of the sociology of mind.

To begin with a problem of translation, the German term Geist, which
has been translated here as both ‘mind’ and ‘culture’, is in fact problematic
because of its very richness. As the translator’s footnote on page 171
acknowledges, Geist in Mannheim’s essay Demokratisierung des Geistes has
been translated as ‘culture’ rather than ‘mind’, because Mannheim was
concerned to understand social and cultural processes rather than
processes in thought. In the English translation of the Essays, ‘mind’ and
‘culture’ are therefore employed interchangeably (Mannheim, 1956: 81).
The English reader of Mannheim should not be misled by thinking that
Part One on the sociology of the mind is either a psychological treatise or
a contribution to analytical philosophy. Mannheim explores the legacy of
Hegel’s phenomenology and philosophy of mind in order to develop his
own distinctive approach to culture and knowledge from a sociological
point of view.

Geist is thus a particularly important concept in the development of
German philosophy and social science. In discussing the concept,
Mannheim typically analyses Geist from the point of view of the sociology
of knowledge. The concept was part of a religious tradition, and it was
Martin Luther who contributed to its transmission into German idealism.
The educated German middle classes (Bildungsbürgertum) embraced the
concept in ‘their accommodation to the bureaucratic state and spiritualized
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the idea of freedom to mean intellectual indeterminism’ (Mannheim,
1956: 31). For Mannheim, the consequence was to set up a false polarity
between ideas and matter, but it also placed a special emphasis on the idea
of individual autonomy. In short, German idealism blocked the emergence
of the sociology of knowledge which has attacked the basic assumptions of
‘the immanence theory’ (Mannheim, 1956: 32). The argument of Part One
is thus an attempt to clear the ground of misconceptions in order for the
sociology of knowledge and the sociology of culture to emerge as legiti-
mate lines of enquiry without the burden of the false starts in immanence
theory. Mannheim’s intention was, for example, to avoid the reification
and separation of the individual and society. He argues that ‘it is mislead-
ing to speak of the social determination of the individual – as though the
person and his society confronted one another as discrete entities’
(Mannheim, 1956: 46). The problem of the relationship between the ‘indivi-
dual’ and ‘society’ has continued to dominate the sociological imagination
without any clear resolution (Elias, 1991), but Mannheim’s approach
remains influential because he attempted to avoid reification (treating
individual and society as dichotomous, static, concrete phenomena) and he
approached the issue from a resolutely historical perspective.

Mannheim’s intention is relatively clear, but there are still problems
about translation. In referring to the human mind, Geist is normally con-
trasted with Körper, the body, as in ‘body and mind’; it can also be used in
the sense of ‘spirit’, as in the spirit of the times (der Geist der Zeit), or
Phänomenologie des Geistes (phenomenology of the spirit). In the famous
study by Ludwig Klages, we see this contrast in the idea of ‘the mind as the
antagonist of the soul’ (der Geist als Widersacher der Seele) (Klages, 1981). The
intellectual or conscious life of people was seen to negate their spiritual or
emotional life. It is also contrasted with der Seele or ‘soul’. In German
philosophy, it was common to structure thought around these three
realities — mind, soul and body. By interpreting Geist as ‘culture’, we are
implicitly accepting these divisions between culture, spirituality and nature.

These intellectual divisions which were inherited from theology and
philosophy eventually came to shape the way in which sociology was
thought of as a discipline existing within the Geisteswissenschaften or,
broadly speaking, ‘the cultural and humanistic sciences’ (Weber, 1949: 145).
Weber saw sociology as ‘a science concerning itself with the interpretive
understanding of social action’ (Weber, 1978: 4). The cultural sciences were
to have their own special methods of inquiry which are appropriate to the
study of the meaning of social action. This formulation of the contrast
between Geisteswissenschaften and Naturwissenschaften, between what we
commonly refer to as the social sciences and the natural sciences, has
remained problematic: are they opposed or merely different? Is causal
explanation with which we are familiar in the experimental methodology
of the natural sciences inappropriate in social science? Is social science
interpretation a form of explanation? These issues were central to the
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Wissenschaftslehre of Weber (Weber, 1949; 1975; 1977), who claimed that
socio-cultural analysis of human conduct was, by comparison with causal
analysis in the natural sciences, ‘qualitatively quite different’ (Weber, 1975:
125). If we accept natural science as the only legitimate model of scientific
activity, then we ultimately reduce values and meaning to observable
behaviour. For many German sociologists and philosophers, this intellec-
tual ‘surrender’ was merely a further step in the colonization and subordi-
nation of the life of the mind to the impulses of matter. Much of German
phenomenology was bitterly opposed to this travesty, as they regarded it
(Scheler, 1980).

It is important to understand that Weber’s theory of social science
methodology was very influential in the development of Mannheim’s soci-
ology of culture. In formulating a sociology of mind (culture), Mannheim
was trying to avoid what he regarded as the pitfalls of reductionism; he
wanted to avoid the use of mechanistic metaphors of causal explanation
(such as levers, switches, motors or tracks) when dealing sociologically
with the symbolic life of social groups. These essays on culture were
regarded by Mannheim, following an expression of Montaigne, as merely
‘attempts’ (Mannheim, 1956: 24) at a final solution of the very difficult and
complex philosophical difficulties facing the sociology of the mind. Hence
sociological theory is at an exploratory and tentative stage of development.
The essay form was thus best suited to an attempt at a sociology of mind.

Mannheim did not believe that it was necessary or desirable to exclude
causal and functional analysis in sociology by concentrating only on mean-
ingful interpretation of events; despite their very obvious differences it is
unnecessary to polarize natural science and social science. For Mannheim,
‘We identify such things as clans, nations, castes or pressure groups not
causally, but through their structural setting’ (Mannheim, 1956: 77). Sociol-
ogy requires causal, functional and interpretative approaches. In accepting
Mannheim’s approach, however, the English-speaking reader needs to
keep in mind the fact that the concept of science in German (Wissenschaft)
has a much broader range of meaning than in English, where in everyday
parlance ‘science’ means the methods of the natural sciences, especially
controlled experimentation. The gap between the German and English
understanding of ‘science’ is perhaps best illustrated by Weber’s essays on
interpretation in the methodology of social science in The Methodology of the
Social Sciences (Weber, 1949) and J.S. Mill’s argument (Mill, 1952) in A
System of Logic in 1843, where he asserted that the methods of physical
science are the only proper scientific methods (Oakes, 1975: 22). Because
Wissenschaft is derived from Wissen or ‘knowledge’, the German debate
about the methodology of the social sciences (the famous Methodenstreit)
has not been so hampered by a specifically narrow understanding of
‘science’ (Apel, 1984).

There is one further issue which we must take into account if we are to
understand the context of Mannheim’s sociology of culture, namely the
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contrast in German social science analysis between ‘civilization’ and
‘culture’. While in English it would not be considered inappropriate to use
these terms as equivalent descriptions, in both French and German they
had a distinctive and often opposed meaning. In France, the verb ‘to civi-
lize’ had been overshadowed by the noun ‘civilization’ as the civilized
West came to take its global superiority over uncivilized societies for
granted in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Civilization was asso-
ciated with progress. By contrast, in Germany, Zivilisation was regarded
as useful, but superficial. Genuine values coincided with Kultur, not
Zivilisation. It was only through inner development and refinement that a
person (in fact an intellectual) could obtain genuine culture (Elias, 1978).
Education and culture (Bildung and Kultur) are crucial for drawing a line
between the educated/cultured classes or nations, and those lives which
are dominated by utility, or civilization. This debate was an important con-
text for Mannheim’s development, since at Heidelberg, where Mannheim
worked from 1920 to 1929, Alfred Weber, the brother of Max Weber, devel-
oped a sociology of the ‘civilizing process’ around the contrast between
culture and civilization. Mannheim argues that a sociology of culture must
go beyond an ethnography of customs, which he associated with the exist-
ing historical studies of Sittengschichte (Mannheim, 1956: 52). As sociolo-
gists, we must understand civilization as a long process of constant
struggle between social groups to assert their interpretations over cultural
forces. Thus Mannheim was concerned to understand the process of civi-
lization as the growth of new patterns of self-regulation — ‘contemporary
society has evolved a great variety of controls which take the place of
coercive power as the main guarantee of super- and subordination’
(Mannheim, 1956: 98). This process of self-regulation was part of the growth
of the ‘self-discovery of groups’ in the context of the democratization of
culture and the autonomy of intellectuals.

Mannheim and the Intelligentsia

At various points in his academic career, Mannheim made an attempt to
develop a sociology of the intellectuals. In Ideology and Utopia, he discussed
the idea of the ‘free-floating intellectuals’ (Mannheim, 1991: 137) who might
be able to achieve an independent, autonomous view of society as a whole.
In Conservatism, Mannheim (1986) considered how various forms of conser-
vatism were related to different patterns of intellectual life and to different
social circumstances. In Essays on the Sociology of Culture, Part Two is devoted
to an elaborate analysis of the historical development of the intelligentsia.
Again there are problems in English where an educated reader might shrink
from the idea of an ‘intelligentsia’ as a meaningful concept. The concept
refers originally to an organized social group of educated people, typically
in a revolutionary context. The debate originated in the contexts of the
French and Russian Revolutions. The empiricism of English culture, the
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absence of a revolutionary (socialist) tradition, and the dominance of
Oxford and Cambridge as training grounds for gentlemen and theologians,
have blocked the acceptance in English of the idea of an intelligentsia.

Why is there this preoccupation with the life of intellectuals in the
sociology of Mannheim? There is a cynical answer. A self-interest in the life
of the intellectual might be expected from that social group which is narcis-
sistically concerned with its own historical evolution and autonomy,
namely academic intellectuals (Bauman, 1987: 8). There are two more res-
pectable answers. The first is that, because the sociology of knowledge is
concerned with understanding the structure and history of systems of belief
and knowledge rather than the particular forms of knowledge held by
individuals, it will be concerned with understanding the social organiza-
tion of that group in society (the intelligentsia) whose special social func-
tion is collectively to produce, analyse and explain systems of belief. They
are crucial to our understanding of the production of knowledge. Secondly,
because the problem of relativism is endemic to the sociology of knowl-
edge, it is important to understand the social location of intellectuals.

The problem of relativism, relationalism and reductionism in
Mannheim’s thought has been widely discussed and debated (Abercrombie,
1980; Abercrombie and Longhurst, 1983; Kettler et al., 1984; Meja and
Stehr, 1990). I cannot analyse these problems here in any detail. However,
relativism tends to be self-defeating: if all thought is relative to certain exis-
tential conditions (such as social class), then this statement about rela-
tivism also suffers from relativism. Hence, Mannheim attempted to
articulate various solutions to the problem, including the weaker notion of
a relationship between society and thought. Part of the problem is a con-
fusion between the social determination of ideas, their truth and falsity,
and the rational or irrational ways in which ideas might be held. The emer-
gence of a scientifically valid view of the planetary system was a socially
determined process, but whether or not it is true that the earth moves
around the sun has to be established by scientific processes, which are also
obviously determined. There is no necessary relationship between determin-
ism and falsity. Once we accept the idea that there are no systems of thought
which are not socially determined, then some aspects of Mannheim’s
problem simply disappear. Mannheim appears to have assumed that a
belief system which is socially determined cannot be valid; he was there-
fore concerned to understand how some groups of intellectuals might be
free floating: that is, not entirely determined by social interests and social
forces. This quest to discover a ‘socially unattached intelligentsia’ (freis-
chwebende Intelligenz, in Alfred Weber’s words) is a rather misguided
search, on the grounds that all systems of belief and knowledge are socially
determined. Of course, we must keep in mind the social context in which
Mannheim’s views about the relationship between knowledge, intellectuals
and politics emerged, namely in the context of the rise of fascism. The
activities of Nazi students in the University of Heidelberg are particularly
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important historically. In retrospect, it now appears that many major
thinkers such as Martin Heidegger were seriously compromised by fas-
cism (Wollin, 1991). Mannheim and his assistant Norbert Elias (Mennell,
1989: 16) were forced to flee Germany, both eventually seeking exile in
Britain. We can therefore see that the political role and social autonomy of
intellectuals was, for Mannheim, both an intellectual and a personal issue.

Mannheim treats the rise of the intelligentsia as a historical issue, as
part of the growing self-awareness or self-discovery of social groups.
Whereas in medieval times the individual could live relatively naïvely in
the context of well-worn traditions, in the contemporary world, where
social change is extremely rapid and all-pervasive, customs and traditions
are constantly superseded. Mannheim wanted to understand both the his-
torical evolution of this consciousness of change, and how this conscious-
ness was itself shaped by the competition between groups; that is, how the
‘history of the human mind expresses the consecutive tensions and recon-
ciliations of groups’ (Mannhein, 1956: 94). In particular, he was interested
in the coming-to-consciousness of the proletariat in terms of class-
consciousness. He briefly referred to the emergence of a feminist con-
sciousness as women entered the labour force under competitive market
circumstances, but his main preoccupation was of course with the rise of
consciousness among the intellectuals.

There are certain peculiar features of the intellectuals as a social group
which Mannheim thinks are particularly significant. Firstly, their non-
manual labour typically requires some system of patronage, whereby intel-
lectuals can avoid entering into the labour force in order to withdraw into
a contemplative role. In western societies, the two major patrons of the
intellectuals historically have been the Church and the State, but this very
dependence on patronage does, of course, threaten that autonomy which
is an essential feature of their intellectual independence. This paradox has
continued to exercise the attention of sociologists (Bauman, 1987; Gouldner,
1982; Jacoby, 1987). Secondly, the intellectuals are an interstitial stratum
existing between social classes and parties. Thirdly, because these intersti-
tial intellectuals are also recruited from a broad range of social groups and
classes, they are potentially able to see social reality in neutral terms or
from many perspectives. They are in this specific sense a ‘relatively
uncommitted intelligentsia’ (relativ freischwebende Intelligenz) (Mannheim,
1956: 106).

Having provided a general outline of the problem of the sociology of
the intellectuals, Mannheim then developed a more detailed historical
view of the rise of the intellectuals in Europe in terms of a division of
labour between manual and non-manual activities, between trades
and professions, the growth of the concept of the cultured gentleman,
and the growth of certification. This history is concerned to trace the shift-
ing contexts of intellectual life – the Court, the Church, the State and,
in modern societies, the University – and the changing organization of
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intellectual activity. Mannheim identifies an issue which is crucial to our
understanding of the contemporary intellectual. This is the erosion of the
authority of the intelligentsia as a closed and privileged status group and
their transformation into a social group which has, in some industrial soci-
eties, forced the intellectual into the market-place of credentialization in
search of employment in universities or government agencies or the
media. Mannheim argues that ‘the group of the learned has lost its caste
organization and its prerogative to formulate authoritative answers to the
questions of the time’ (Mannheim, 1956: 117). With secularization, intellec-
tuals no longer have the normative authority to pronounce definitively on
events. For some writers, the dominance of large, commercially funded,
public universities has meant that intellectuals can find employment as
academics, but at the cost of their intellectual independence (Jacoby, 1987).

The role of the modern intellectual presents a number of paradoxes.
The loss of religious patronage has been partly replaced in the post-war
period with the patronage of the modern university, the growth of which
was, in part at least, an effect of the democratization of higher education,
especially in societies such as the United States (Parsons and Platt, 1973).
Critics of these developments have suggested that the intellectuals have
now lost their ‘free-floating’ character because, as hired labour, they are
forced to serve interests over which they have little control. Furthermore,
the modern university is merely an educational factory producing low-
grade certification of a middle-class sector of the labour force. This ratio-
nalization of higher education undermines genuine academic vocations in
a context where the intellectual is simply alienated labour. The political
role of the intellectual-as-academic has become increasingly problematic
and uncertain, but the relationship of intellectuals to modern culture is
equally difficult. Is the intellectual somebody who merely reproduces the
‘cultural capital’ of the dominant social groups, and is the role of the uni-
versity to preserve the hierarchy of aesthetic standards? Is the structure of
the intellectual field produced by the competition for academic dominance
between social groups (Bourdieu, 1988)? The question of the possibility of
a democratization of culture as a development which is necessarily related
to the democratization of politics through the institution of modern citi-
zenship is thus necessarily connected with issues in the social organization
of intellectual life.

Culture and Democratization

In this section I want to explore a rather traditional question; namely, is it
possible to anticipate some democratization of modern culture as a conse-
quence of the enhancement of citizenship rights? Although this issue was
much debated – as I want to show subsequently by writers not only such
as Mannheim, but by Theodor Adorno and Talcott Parsons in classical
sociology – in our period this conventional question has acquired a new
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dimension, namely the consequences of a (partial) postmodernization of
culture. l shall not in this chapter attempt to explore all of the complexities
of the idea of postmodernization (Turner, l990). By the postmodernization
of culture in this discussion, I shall simply mean an increasing fragmenta-
tion and differentiation of culture as a consequence of the pluralization of
life-styles; the employment of irony, pastiche and montage as cultural
styles; the erosion of traditional ‘grand narratives’ of legitimation; the
celebration of the principles of difference and heterogeneity as normative
guidelines in politics and morality; the globalization of postmodern
culture with the emergence of global networks of communication through
satellites; and the erosion of industrial society and its replacement by
post-industrialism.

The cultural consequences of these changes are very profound. They
bring into question the traditional division between high and low culture,
because postmodernization mixes and conflates these two aspects of a
national culture. As a result, the traditional authority of intellectuals and
universities (as carriers and producers of high culture) is challenged
(Baumann, 1987). Secondly, mass culture, which emerged after the Second
World War with the mass availability of radio, television and motor cars,
and with the creation of the means of mass consumption, has also been
eroded by a growing diversification of patterns of consumption and life-
style (Featherstone, 1991).

While these claims are clearly contentious, I believe they can be
defended with both sociological argument and evidence, but in this pre-
sentation I shall have to take much of this debate for granted. However, I
want to point out a number of important qualifications to this claim. Firstly,
just as in the neo-Marxist language of development theory, sociologists
noted the continuity of traditionalism and underdevelopment alongside
development, so we may expect traditional and modernist culture to con-
tinue alongside postmodernism. These elements or dimensions will persist
in an uneven balance. Furthermore, as a response to both postmoderniza-
tion and globalization, we can anticipate a corresponding (and literally
reactionary) fundamentalization of culture and society by social groups
who want to oppose postmodern consumerism, irony and relativism. The
second aspect of my argument is equally controversial. The great majority
of theorists have taken the somewhat pessimistic position that a democra-
tization of culture is not feasible, and furthermore that the commercializa-
tion of culture is in fact an inauthentication of culture. By contrast, I want
to present an optimistic interpretation. Postmodernization is a process
which may offer us both the dehierarchization of cultural systems (and
hence a democratization of culture), while also permitting and indeed cel-
ebrating the differentiation of culture which is an inevitable outcome of the
differentiation of social structure and life-style in postindustrial civiliza-
tions. As I have said elsewhere, we can summarize the ethic of postmod-
ernism under the slogan ‘Here’s to heterogeneity!’ (Turner, 1990: 12).
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Citizenship

I want to link Mannheim’s idea of cultural democratization with the
sociology of citizenship which was developed by the English sociologist
T.H. Marshall (1950). What are the implications of this for citizenship as the
crucial element in the democratization of modern societies? Firstly, I do not
believe that the nation-state is any longer the most appropriate or viable
political context within which citizenship rights are ‘housed’. If we think
about the meaning and history of citizenship, then there have been, in
Europe, a number of important evolutionary steps towards modern citi-
zenship: the public space of the Greek polis as a debating chamber for
rational citizens; the development of Christendom as a religio-political
entity within which political membership came to depend on the sharing
of a common faith; the rise of the autonomous European cities of the late
medieval period; and the development of nationalism and the nation-state
as the carrier of rights (Turner, 1986a).

At present, there are socio-political and cultural changes which are
challenging the idea that the state is the instrument through which citizen-
ship is expressed. For example, in Europe the growth of community-wide
institutions such as the European parliament and the European court of
justice means that the sovereignty of the state is increasingly limited. There
is a growing cultural awareness of a ‘European identity’ which transforms
nationalistic conceptions of political citizenship. More fundamentally, the
processes of globalization undermine – especially in the most privileged
social classes in society – the emotive and institutional commitment to citi-
zenship within the nation-state. At the same time that the state is eroded in
terms of its political sovereignty and cultural hegemony by globalization,
localism as a response to such changes ‘squeezes’ the state from below. The
state has to respond simultaneously to these global pressures which chal-
lenge its monopoly over emotive commitments, and to local, regional and
ethnic challenges to its authority. In a more profound fashion, the tradi-
tional language of nation-state citizenship is confronted by the alternative
discourse of human rights and humanity as the normatively superior para-
digm of political loyalty. This idea is certainly not new. Emile Durkheim in
Professional Ethics and Civic Morals (1957) argued that the moral system of
the state would give way eventually to a cosmopolitan ethic of humanity.

By examining the postmodernization of culture and globalization of
politics, I have been preparing the way for an argument which claims
that much of the traditional literature on democracy and citizenship is
now antiquated. Let us take the theory of Marshall (1950), who defined
citizenship in terms of three levels of entitlement (legal, political and
social) which were institutionalized in the law courts, parliament and
welfare state. In Marshall’s theory, citizenship counteracts the effects of
the capitalist market by providing individuals with minimum guarantees
to a civilized life. In a capitalist society, citizenship and class stand in a
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relationship of tension or contradiction. A number of critics have noted that
Marshall did not extend his idea of citizenship to include economic citizen-
ship; that is, economic democracy. I want to take a parallel position by sug-
gesting that Marshall failed to consider the nature of cultural citizenship in
modern societies. It is in this context of the absence of a notion of cultural
citizenship that we can more adequately appreciate the importance of
Mannheim’s attempt to outline a theory of cultural democratization.

By ‘citizenship’, I mean that set of practices which constitute individu-
als as competent members of a community. I adopt this definition in order,
as a sociologist, to avoid putting too much emphasis on juridical or politi-
cal definitions of citizenship. It would be more conventional for example to
define citizenship as a status within a polity which determines the nature
of rights and obligations. I prefer a sociological definition which identifies
(1) a bundle or ensemble of practices which are social, legal, political and
cultural, (2) which constitutes rather than merely defines the citizenship,
(3) which, over time, becomes institutionalized as normative social
arrangements, and (4) which as a consequence determines membership of
a community. I am thus trying to avoid the idea that citizenship is a narrow
juridical status which defines the conditions of participation in a state.
Within this perspective then, cultural citizenship is composed of those
social practices which enable a citizen to participate fully and competently
in the national culture. Educational institutions, especially universities, are
thus crucial to cultural citizenship, because they are an essential aspect of
the socialization of the child into this national system of values.

There are some obvious problems with the way in which I have
attempted to reiterate Mannheim’s notion of the ‘democratization of cul-
ture’. In those societies which have a large aboriginal population, such as
Australia, the expansion of national-cultural citizenship may in fact be a
form of cultural colonialism; cultural citizenship involves the destruction
or co-optation of indigenous or aboriginal cultures. In this case, there may
be a contradiction between citizen rights and human rights. A similar argu-
ment may well apply to societies which are divided by class so that cul-
tural citizenship involves the exclusion or marginalization of subordinate
class cultures by the cultural élite which surrounds the state. Both objec-
tions in fact amount to throwing doubt on the idea of a ‘national’ culture
because very few modern societies have a uniform, national culture.
Multiculturalism is the fate of us all. Finally, there is the view that formal
participation in the national culture may simply disguise major de facto
forms of exclusion. In Britain, to take a possibly trivial example, regional
and class differences in speech and vocabulary continue to function in
everyday life as major markers of cultural inferiority and superiority,
despite the efforts of the BBC to legitimize certain regional accents as accept-
able forms of speech.

Talcott Parsons played an important role in developing this notion of
cultural citizenship in his discussion of his ‘educational revolution’ of the
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twentieth century. Parsons, who was in any case influenced by Marshall in
his study of the absence of citizenship for the black American, adopted the
notion of citizenship as part of his general view of the process of modern-
ization (Holton and Turner, 1986; Robertson and Turner, 1991). We can
regard citizenship within a Parsonian paradigm as the institutionalization
of the Gesellschaft side of the pattern variables. Citizenship is a secular prin-
ciple of membership of society which emerges with social differentiation
and the institutionalization of achievement-ascription as dominant values
of modern capitalism. For Parsons, therefore, especially in Societies: Evolu-
tionary and comparative perspectives (Parsons, 1966) and The System of Modern
Societies (Parsons, 1971), the rise of a mass, comprehensive and national
system of education, and especially the university, was a critical step in the
evolution of modern societies. Indeed, Parsons wanted to talk about an
‘educational revolution’ which in his view was as significant historically as
the industrial and French revolutions. A comprehensive education system
was the necessary prerequisite for the education of citizens as active parti-
cipants in society, and on those grounds Parsons compared the historical
experience of the USA favourably against Europe, where educational
opportunity had remained narrow as a consequence of its class basis.

Cultural Democratization

However, one of the strongest arguments in favour of the idea of cultural
democratization is to be found in Part Three of Mannheim’s Essays.
Mannheim rather baldly starts his argument with the statement that ‘a
democratizing trend is our predestined fate, not only in politics, but also in
intellectual and cultural life as a whole. Whether we like it or not, the trend
is irreversible’ (Mannheim, 1956: 171). Although Mannheim recognized the
dangers of cultural democratization in terms of Nietzsche’s critique of the
levelling consequences of the political dominance of the ‘herd’ (‘democ-
racy levels everything, it ushers in the dominance of mediocrity and the
mass’), he argues that this position is ultimately a superficial view of the
sociological relationship between aristocratic and democratic cultures
(Mannheim, 1956: 175).

Mannheim felt that the underlying principles of democracy (the onto-
logical equality of human beings, the idea of individual autonomy and the
principle of open recruitment to élite positions in society) had fundamen-
tally shaped the nature of culture in the modern world. He claimed that
cultural democratization had the following socio-cultural consequences:
(1) it was associated with ‘pedagogical optimism’ in which the educational
system assumes that all children are able to achieve the highest levels of
cultural excellence; (2) it is sceptical of the monopolistic character of
‘expert knowledge’; and (3) cultural democratization brings about what
Mannheim called the ‘de-distantiation’ of culture: that is, the erosion of the
distinction between high and low culture (Mannheim, 1956: 208).
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These democratic ideals which assume the ontological plasticity of
human beings conflict sharply with the aristocratic ideal of charismatic
cultural authority whereby the cultured person is transformed by illumi-
nation or conversion rather than education. The aristocratic ideal requires
distantiation and wants to create an ‘élite culture’. It is assumed that their
knowledge, cultural techniques, patterns of speech and leisure activities
will be ‘unshareable by the many’ (Mannheim, 1956: 211). This élite is a
genuine leisure class which cultivates ‘finickiness and delicacy’ to distin-
guish itself from the masses.

In terms of the historical evolution of the democratic ideal, Mannheim
claimed that a strong democratic trend is discernible from 1370 in late
medieval art which developed ‘intimate realism’, where everyday life activ-
ities were represented in a naturalistic style. The highly stylized and unre-
alistic attitude of early medievalism was no longer attractive to new urban
groups. Later the Reformation challenged the hierarchical assumptions of
Catholicism and produced another stage in the historical development of
democratic cultural norms. Baroque culture in the age of absolutism was
treated by Mannheim as a reversal of this trend; baroque culture was char-
acterized by ecstasy ‘in the form of an intensification of fervour beyond all
measure, in a kind of overheated and sublimated eroticism’ (Mannheim,
1956: 224). Baroque effervescence contrasts strongly with modern popular
cultural forms. Interestingly, Mannheim treated photography as the most
characteristic expression of modern democratization. Its principle is
supremely that of de-distantiation. Photography ‘marks the greatest close-
ness to all things without distinction. The snapshot is a form of pictorial rep-
resentation that is most congenial to the modern mind with its interest in
the unretouched and uncensored “moment”’ (Mannheim, 1956: 226).

The democratic cultural ethic also has its impact on religion where the
traditional conceptualization of an all-powerful patriarchal God is the epi-
tome of distantiation. The democratic trend brings about an equalization of
the relationship between men and gods. Thus Mannheim argued that

The metaphysical aura which surrounds the things of the world in panthe-
ism is dispersed in modern naturalism, positivism and pragmatism. As a
result of this radical this-worldliness, the mind of man becomes perfectly
congruent with ‘reality’... We have to do here with a radically analytical and
nominalistic outlook that leaves no room for the ‘distantiation’ and idealiza-
tion of everything.

(Mannheim, 1956: 229)

A Critique of Cultural Democratization

I have briefly identified in Marshall, Parsons and Mannheim a view of
modernization which involves the idea, or is compatible with the idea, that
cultural citizenship will require a democratization of culture, or, in
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Mannheim’s words, will involve the replacement of an aristocratic ethos
by a democratic one. The two main arguments against the possibility of
cultural democratization which I want to consider are firstly, the studies of
modern society which show that cultural divisions between classes are
illimitable and irreducible, and secondly, those traditions of social analysis
which suggest that any democratization of culture in capitalism will in fact
produce the inauthentication of culture by a process of trivialization. Thus,
from a sociological perspective, these claims about democratization of
culture in modern capitalism do not appear immediately persuasive. To
take two widely contrasted positions, Veblen’s notion of ‘the leisure class’
(Veblen, 1899) suggests that some form of the high culture/low culture
division is likely to persist in a capitalist society where the lower class is
characteristically referred to as a ‘working class’ or ‘labouring class’. An
upper class is likely to assume a leisure life-style as a mark of distinction
from subordinate labouring classes; hence the typical division in the occu-
pational hierarchy between the manual and non-manual sectors. It is
through leisure that these social classes can gain an easy familiarity with a
cultured way of life.

The second example would be that the sociology of education has
shown that the competitive educational systems which were characteristic
of the post-war period, far from bringing about a major equalization of social
outcomes, tended merely to reproduce the existing class structure. Formal
equality of opportunity in the educational field was an important feature
of the extension of citizenship rights to the whole population. However,
the continuity of cultural deprivation and cultural differences between
social classes meant that actual social mobility through educational attain-
ment was well below the level anticipated by post-war educational
reforms. The result has been that the educational system has reproduced
the culture of the dominant class (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990).

Pierre Bourdieu has further elaborated this idea in his study of social
distinction (Bourdieu, 1984), which we can interpret as a sociological cri-
tique of Kant’s theory of aesthetics. Whereas Kant wanted to argue that the
aesthetic judgement is individual, neutral, objective and disinterested,
Bourdieu wants to demonstrate empirically that taste is social, structured
and committed. Our taste for goods, both symbolic and material, is simul-
taneously a classification which classifies the classifier; as such, it cannot be
neutral and disinterested because it is a consequence of class position. Life-
style, cultural taste, and consumer preferences are related to particular
divisions within the occupational structure of society, and especially in
terms of educational attainment. With the decline of a rigid status order in
society, there is constant competition between classes and class factions to
secure dominance over the definition of cultural taste (Featherstone, l991).
These patterns of cultural distinction are so profound and pervasive that
they also dictate how the body should be correctly developed and
presented, because the body is also part of the symbolic capital of a class.
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Because the flow of symbolic goods is so extensive in the modern
market-place, there develops the possibility of endless interpretation and
reinterpretation of new cultural products. To provide this service, a class of
new cultural intermediaries emerges (especially in the media, advertising
and fashion) to inform society on matters of distinction. These intermedi-
aries transmit the distinctive life-style of the intellectuals and the leisure
class to a wider social audience. These processes within the world of con-
sumer goods therefore force upper, educated social classes to invest in new
knowledge and new cultural goods. These dominant groups will turn to
‘positional goods’ (Leiss, 1983) which are prestigious because of an artificial
scarcity of supply in order to reassert their distinctive cultural distinction.

What is the implication of these studies of class and culture for the
Mannheimian argument that we have entered a period in which the democ-
ratization of culture is inevitable? It implies obviously that any process of
cultural equalization or levelling will be met by a counter-process of dis-
tantiation and hierarchization. Within a competitive market of symbolic
goods, some pattern of social distinction will be imposed upon the market
by cultural intermediaries. Although governments may attempt to reform
the educational system to provide equality of educational opportunity,
there will always be inequality in social outcomes, because different social
classes and social groups already possess different types and amounts of
cultural capital which they inevitably transfer to their children. Further-
more, because, for Bourdieu, intellectuals play a very important role in
defining standards of appropriate cultural production and consumption,
intellectuals as a stratum of cultural intermediaries have a distinctive, if
often contradictory, interest in maintaining a hierarchy of taste.

In this sense, Bourdieu’s work has very pessimistic implications for cul-
tural democratization, because it would rule out any possibility of the
majority of the population participating freely and fully in the ‘national’
culture. According to Bourdieu’s work, any national culture will always be
overlaid and structured by a class system which requires cultural distantia-
tion. There may be two criticisms of, or alternatives to, Bourdieu’s analysis
which we should consider. The first is taken from Zygmunt Bauman’s
book Legislators and Interpreters (1987) in which Bauman argues that one
important feature of modern society is that the state no longer exercises
direct hegemony and regulation over culture. A fissure has opened up
between the polity and the national culture, with the result that the intel-
lectuals no longer have effective authority over cultural symbols. They
have lost a considerable amount of social and political power as a result.
This separation of politics and culture, and the conversion of intellectuals
from legislators into interpreters, is associated with the postmodernization
of cultures, namely their fragmentation and pluralization. Perhaps, there-
fore, the cultural field is more fluid and uncertain than Bourdieu suggests,
and as a consequence it may be much more difficult than he imagines for
cultural élites to impose their authority over cultural capital.
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A second modification of Bourdieu’s argument which may be important
is that his view of the working class and working-class culture is extremely
passive. In my typology, his view of cultural citizenship for the working
class is private and passive. They are merely the recipients of the cultural
products of the market. In Common Culture, Paul Willis et al. (1990) present
us with an alternative view of the working class as active users and creators
of culture which is resistant to total cultural incorporation. Following the
work of Michel de Certeau (1984), Willis shows how consumers or users of
cultural objects constantly change and modify cultural products to their
own local needs and requirements. In short, people are not merely passive
recipients of cultural products, and ‘reception theory’ has suggested that
consumers have varied and complex methods of cultural appropriation
(Abercrombie, 1990; Morley, 1986). This argument may be an important
corrective to the ‘top-down’ view of cultural capital which appears to dom-
inate Bourdieu’s view of the cultural market-place in capitalism.

I shall now turn to the rather different issue of the inauthentication of
culture by commodification and the growth of mass cultures in the west-
ern liberal democracies. Mannheim’s essays were in fact originally com-
posed in the early 1930s shortly before the rise of National Socialism forced
Mannheim to seek asylum in England. Mannheim’s optimistic view of the
potential for cultural democratization thus contrasts sharply with the view
of the ‘culture industry’ which was advanced by Theodor Adorno, who
has provided one of the most sustained and original critiques of consumer
culture. We must remember of course that Adorno’s aesthetic theory was
set within the specific context of the employment of film by the national
socialists to manipulate public opinion, and that his attack on the culture
industry took place within a wider set of objections to the problems of
instrumental rationality and rationalization (Adorno, 1991). Adorno rejec-
ted the false universalism of mass art and entertainment, which he regar-
ded as merely a respite from labour. Mass culture imposes a uniformity of
culture on society; cultural production follows the same logic as all forms
of capitalist production; real pleasure is converted into an illusory promise.

Although Adorno’s aim was to break down the division between high
and low art in conservative aesthetics, and to provide a critique of the falsi-
fication of culture by commodification, Adorno’s own position has been
criticized as an élitist defence of high art, given, for example, Adorno’s
rejection of jazz music as part of the culture industry. Adorno’s form of
critical theory has also been attacked as a nostalgic defence of high moder-
nity against the emergence of popular culture (Stauth and Turner, 1988).
Critical theory’s attack on mass culture often in practice appears to be a
condemnation of the Americanization of western popular culture. Other
critics have argued that Adorno and critical theory failed to identify the
oppositional and critical elements of popular culture – a theme developed
in the work of the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies,
for whom popular culture is pre-eminently low and oppositional
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(Brantlinger, 1990). Another argument against Adorno is that we no longer
live in a world of standardized mass fashion. Instead, the world of popu-
lar taste is highly fragmented and diverse, catering to specific and distinc-
tive audiences. Although a number of writers have recently come to
Adorno’s defence – for example Fredric Jameson in Signatures of the Visible
(1990) – it is interesting that Walter Benjamin’s ‘Art in an age of mechani-
cal reproduction’, which was one target of Adorno’s critique, has had more
influence on our understanding of mass and popular culture than
Adorno’s aesthetics.

Conclusion

I have identified a number of important critiques of the idea of a democ-
ratization of culture in modern societies; yet it appears to be necessary to
defend Mannheim, because the alternative (namely, acceptance of a pes-
simistic view of inevitable hierarchization) would leave us with no norma-
tive programme for educational and cultural reform. Pessimism is not a
particularly useful framework for social change. By contrast, Mannheim
never entirely abandoned the idea of Utopian mentalities as a requirement
for social reorganization. Mannheim’s views on cultural democratization,
which were originally developed in Germany in the late 1920s and early
1930s, may as a consequence be seen as foundations for his subsequent
writing in England on the problems of rational reconstruction of a democ-
ratic society in the aftermath of war, and the importance of planning for
progressive social change (Mannheim, 1950). It is partly for that reason that
I believe it is appropriate to compare and contrast Mannheim (1893–1947)
and Marshall (1873–1982) on the nature of citizenship in modern societies.
Marshall, whose ideas on citizenship became important in the develop-
ment of social policy in Britain, was Professor of Sociology and Head of the
Social Science Department at the London School of Economics from 1946.
Both sociologists had a commitment to the principles of citizenship as a
basis for attempting to transform inequalities in a democratic context. The
difference between them is, not only the greater scope of Mannheim’s soci-
ology, but Mannheim’s commitment to a principle of Utopian imagination
as a counterweight to pessimism.

Sociologists tend to write about inequality, not equality (Turner, 1986b:
15), and therefore a sociologist like Mannheim who has an interest in
the democratization of culture is likely to find himself working against
the grain. Elias’s ideas about civilization in an epoch which appears
predominantly uncivilized (in terms of total war) received an equally
negative reception in mainstream sociology. On the specific issue of cultural
democratization, one important conclusion must be that the processes of
hierarchization and democratization occur simultaneously in the cultural
sphere as social groups compete with each other for social dominance,
but an emphasis on cultural inequality in mainstream sociology has
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often neglected important aspects of cultural democratization. Thus the
democratizating implications of the motor car, tourism, the cinema and
television, are often ignored in favour of pessimistic analyses of the culture
industry, the inauthentication of cultural meaning and the endless simula-
tions in media representation (Baudrillard, 1990). Unfortunately, this cri-
tique of the cultural industry often leads implicitly to both an élitist
defence of high culture against democratization and a nostalgia for lost
communalism and wholeness. Thus Mannheim’s contrast between the
aristocratic and the democratic ethic in cultural life provides an important
sociological insight into many of the educational and political dilemmas of
our age, which is an antidote to nostalgia and élitism.
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CHAPTER 8

GEORG SIMMEL AND THE
SOCIOLOGY OF MONEY

Introduction

Simmel was born in 1858. Raised in the centre of the Jewish business
culture of Berlin, Simmel studied history and philosophy, becoming a
Privatdozent in 1885. Although he published numerous books and articles,
Simmel was excluded from influential university positions as a result of
the pervasive anti-Semitism of the period and it was not until 1914 that
Simmel was finally promoted to a full professorship at the University of
Strasburg. Like Durkheim, Simmel was both the object of anti-Semitic prej-
udice and a fervent supporter of the nationalist cause in the First World
War. Simmel died in 1918 of cancer of the liver.1 This basic and naive fac-
tual biography of Simmel in many respects provides many of the themes
in Simmel’s sociology. First, his sociology is held to be the brilliant reflec-
tion of the glittering, cosmopolitan world of pre-war Berlin and that his
commentary on that world took the form of impressionism; his sociologi-
cal essays are ‘snapshots sub specie aeternitatis’.2 Simmel’s perspective has
been regarded as an example of the nature of modern society as contained
in Robert Musil’s The Man Without Qualities, that is a social existence with-
out roots, commitments or purpose.3 Secondly, Simmel was and remained
a social outsider, despite his good connections with Berlin’s cultural elite.
His writing has been as a result characterized as perspectivism and an aes-
theticization of reality. As an indication of this, Simmel’s influence has in
the past often rested on such minor contributions as ‘The Stranger’.4

Thirdly, because Simmel failed to secure an influential location within the
German university system, there was no development of a Simmelian
school of sociology at all comparable to Durkheimian sociology. Decades
of sociological interpretation of Simmel’s work have still left Simmel as a
theoretical enigma on the ambitus of the sociological tradition. His sociol-
ogy has been categorized as interactionist, formal and conflict sociology.5

In more recent years, there has been a renewal of interest in Simmel which
has begun to show a greater appreciation of the unity and stature of his
sociology. This renewal has been brought about by the commentaries of
Levine, Frisby, Robertson, and Robertson and Holzner.6 More importantly,
the translation of Simmel’s The Philosophy of Money7 by Bottomore and
Frisby provides a new opportunity for a systematic evaluation of Simmel’s
sociology of modern culture. The main burden of this chapter is that exist-
ing commentaries have failed to focus on the central theme of ‘alienation’
and ‘rationalisation’ in The Philosophy of Money which provided the major



theoretical backing for, on the one hand, Weber’s analysis of capitalism as
‘the iron cage’ and, on the other, Lukács’ so-called rediscovery of the alien-
ation theme in the young Marx. 

Despite his structural isolation from the core of the university system,
Simmel was, in his own lifetime, regarded as brilliant. Even Weber, who in
many respects fundamentally disagreed with Simmel, wrote in an incom-
plete manuscript of 1908 that Simmel ‘deserves his reputation as one of the
foremost thinkers, a first-rate stimulator of academic youth and academic
colleagues’.8 Certainly his lectures at Berlin brought him enormous atten-
tion from both colleagues and undergraduates. In the late 1890s Simmel
was lecturing on sociology in the largest lecture theatre in the university
and his courses continued until 1908 when Simmel turned his attention
more definitely towards problems in philosophy, especially Kant,
Schopenhauer and Nietzsche. His principal publications in sociology in
this early period included Über sociale Differenzierung, Die Probleme der
Geschichtsphilosophie and Soziologie.9 The Philosophy of Money was published
in 1900, although its contents were anticipated by a series of articles which
appeared between 1896 and 1899.

The importance of Simmel’s involvement in sociology in the 1890s was
that it preceded Weber’s turn to sociology from law and history; further-
more, Simmel’s lectures and intellectual salon provided a massive impact
on a group of intellectuals which in many respects came to dominate
German social thought for many decades. For example, Lukács attended
Simmel’s lecturers in 1909–10 and participated in his private seminars,
becoming one of Simmel’s favourite pupils.10 Simmel’s approach to sociol-
ogy was also influential in the development of Ernst Bloch, Max Scheler,
Martin Buber, Karl Mannheim, Bernard Gorethuysen and Leopold von
Wiese. Simmel was also a member of Weber’s informal discussion group
which assembled regularly in the Weber household. The relationship
between Simmel, Weber and Lukács was the most significant of this net-
work of German scholars.

Simmel�s Sociology

In order to understand the argument of The Philosophy of Money it is impor-
tant to provide a general interpretation of Simmel’s social theory. Three
themes can be said to embrace the core of Simmel’s sociological perspec-
tive, namely relationalism, sociation and social forms.11 For Simmel, no
item of society can be understood in isolation, but only in terms of its inter-
relatedness with the totality. Thus, money as a social institution cannot be
understood separated from the total social framework within which it is
embedded. Money provides us with an insight into the total workings of a
society and the structure of a society provides the context within which we
can grasp the importance and nature of money as a social phenomenon.
The implication of this argument, which is actually borne out by Simmel’s
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very diverse empirical interests, is that any item of culture can be the
starting point for sociological research into the nature of the totality. Fash-
ion, the rules of chess or the use of knives at table would be as appropriate
as money for understanding this totality. Nothing is trivial, because every-
thing is related. 

The second crucial feature of Simmelian sociology is the emphasis on
what Simmel called ‘sociation’. Simmel wanted to avoid both method-
ological individualism which ontologically claims that only individuals
exist and sociological holism in which collective entities like the ‘state’ or
the ‘church’ are reified and treated as autonomous social personalities. By
contrast, Simmel argued that we can neither understand the individual nor
society without starting from social interactions and without grasping that
social structures are forged out of the process of sociation. Thus, com-
menting on the nature of exchange relations, Simmel observed that 

The exchange of the products of labour, or of any other possessions, is obvi-
ously one of the purest and most primitive forms of human socialization; not
in the sense that ‘society’ already existed and then brought about acts of
exchange but, on the contrary, that exchange is one of the functions that cre-
ates an inner bond between men – a society, in place of a mere collection of
individuals. Society is not an absolute entity which must first exist so that all
the individual relations of its members ... can develop within its framework
or be represented by it; it is only the synthesis or the general term of the total-
ity of these interactions.12

The third basic aspect of Simmel’s position is that the forms of social
life – groups, families, networks, exchange relations and so forth – which
emerge out of the endless sociation of individuals assume a logic of their
own, which over time becomes separated from the content of human inter-
action. Culture becomes reified as structures which are congealed. The
‘tragedy of culture’ lies in the fact that humanly created forms of life
assume an autonomy and independence from the human beings who ini-
tially created them in the process of sociation. Money is, for Simmel, the
classic illustration of this congealing of content into reified form; money is 

the reification of the pure relationship between things as expressed in their
economic motion ... The activity of exchange among individuals is repre-
sented by money in a concrete, independent, and, as it were, congealed form,
in the same sense as government represents the reciprocal self-regulation of
the members of a community, as the palladium or the ark of the covenant
represents the cohesion of the group, or the military order represents its self-
defence ... This feature then assumes a structure of its own and the process of
abstraction is brought to a conclusion when it crystallizes in a concrete for-
mation ... The dual nature of money, as a concrete and valued substance and,
at the same time, as something that owes its significance to the complete dis-
solution of substance into motion and function, derives from the fact that
money is the reification of exchange among people, the embodiment of a
pure function.13
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The Philosophy of Money is thus to be seen as the study of how the form of
exchange is detached from its content, of how money becomes a deter-
mining, autonomous feature of social relationships. The reification of
exchange in money thus becomes one illustration of reification in general
in a modern society based upon the money market, given the interrelated-
ness of all social phenomena. 

In many respects The Philosophy of Money is a curious book. Ostensibly
a critique of Marx’s political economy, one aim of the analysis of money is 

to construct a new storey beneath historical materialism such that the
explanatory value of the incorporation of economic life into the causes of
intellectual culture is preserved, while these economic forms themselves are
recognized as the result of more profound valuations and currents of psy-
chological or even metaphysical preconditions.14

Yet there is almost no reference to Marx’s discussion of money in Capital
and, of course, the chapter on money in the Grundrisse remained unknown
to Simmel. One can only surmise as to the intellectual influences that went
into the making of The Philosophy of Money. Certainly, Simmel refers fre-
quently to Kant and the book as a whole can be taken as representative of
neo-Kantian epistemology, which was so dominant in social science at the
end of the nineteenth century. In economic theory, Simmel was probably
influenced by Carl Menger’s Principles of Economics (1871) and Problems of
Economics and Sociology (1882). It has also been suggested that Simmel fol-
lowed David Hume in his account of inflation.15 While Simmel came in
later life to embrace a variety of philosophical views which were predom-
inantly antirationalist, the main force behind his study of money was Kant,
especially insofar as Simmel attempted ‘a geometry of social life, a purely
formal sociology’16 out of the flux of incoherent sociation.

While The Philosophy of Money is a complex book, full of digressions,
asides and minor tributaries, the central argument of the book is relatively
easy to state. This argument has three components: (1) the historical tran-
sition from simple barter to a complex monetary system corresponds to a
transition in society from gemeinschaft to gesellschaft; (2) the dominance of
money is a reflection or representation of the prominence of impersonal,
abstract social relationships; abstract money is the symbol of abstract social
relations; (3) money creates greater interpersonal freedom through imper-
sonal exchange relations, but at the same time makes human life more sub-
ject to bureaucratic, quantitative regulation. Money is thus consistent both
with individuality and individuation. In terms of Simmel’s historical argu-
ment, a simple system of barter or exchange gradually gives way to a situ-
ation in which some third element of measurement enters into the
exchange of commodities. The value of two commodities in exchange is
measured in terms of some other commodity which is held to be precious,
such as shells, cloth or metals. Money, as a measurement of value, devel-
ops from precious metals, to coins of silver or gold, to leather money and
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finally to paper money. In this development, money ceases to have a face
value and also becomes increasingly detached from a bullion backing. That
is, money increasingly assumes a pure function as the mere symbol of
value rather than itself being of value. This development is made possible
by the changing nature of society and in particular by the growth of trust.
The essentials of the argument are contained in the following quotation:

A certain comprehensiveness and intensity of social relations is required for
money to become effective ... and a further intensification of social relations
is needed in order to intellectualize its effects. These conspicuous phenom-
ena illustrate clearly that the inner nature of money is only loosely tied to its
material basis; since money is entirely a sociological phenomenon, a form of
human interaction, its character stands out all the more clearly the more con-
centrated, dependable and agreeable social relations are. Indeed, the general
stability and reliability of cultural interaction influences all the external
aspects of money. Only in a stable and closely organized society that assures
mutual protection and provides safeguards against a variety of elemental
dangers, both external and psychological, is it possible for such a delicate
and easily destroyed material as paper to become the representative of the
highest money value.17

The expansion of the society, backed up by state, law and custom, in
association with an expanded social division of labour are the necessary
preconditions for money to lose its intrinsic value and to acquire a purely
functional significance. Above all, money presupposes inter-social trust,
which in turn requires social stability. Without these conditions, money
could not become a depersonalized phenomenon detached from intrinsic
value. For Simmel, the centralization of social power in the institution of
the state and the individuation of citizens are symbolically represented by
the growing abstraction and impersonality of paper money.

The existence of a stable monetary system means that exchange can
take place between persons or groups which are not related or connected
socially or physically. Money makes exchange at a distance possible. It also
means that every minute detail of human endeavour can have a price fixed
upon it. Because of the divisibility of money into small change, there is in
principle no limit to the quantification of human activity. Money is, there-
fore, a fundamental aspect of what Weber regarded as the process of ratio-
nalization in modern societies. The existence of money is a necessary basis
for intellectualization of existence. A society based upon the representation
of value by money 

Presupposes a remarkable expansion of mental processes ... but also their inten-
sification, a fundamental re-orientation of culture towards intellectuality. The
idea that life is essentially based on intellect, and that intellect is accepted in
practical life as the most valuable of our mental energies, goes hand in hand
with the growth of a money economy ... The growth of intellectual abilities
and of abstract thought characterizes the age in which money becomes more
and more a mere symbol, neutral as regards its intrinsic value.18
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The intellectualization of life and the quantification of human performance
are thus also linked with a process of secularization; money as the symbol
of value replaces natural law as the metaphysical basis of conduct. 

By making interpersonal relations more abstract, money also under-
mines the traditional world in which power was manifest in terms of overt
interpersonal dependency. Just as exchange becomes more abstract, so the
dependency on personalities recedes. In an argument which closely resem-
bled Durkheim’s analysis of the reciprocity brought about by the increas-
ing social division of labour, Simmel observed that 

the dependency of human beings upon each other has not yet become
wholly objectified, and personal elements have not yet been completely
excluded. The general tendency, however, undoubtedly moves in the direc-
tion of making the individual more and more dependent upon the achieve-
ment of people, but less and less dependent upon the personalities that lie
behind them. Both phenomena have the same root and form the opposing
sides of one and the same process: the modern division of labour permits the
number of dependencies to increase just as it causes personalities to disap-
pear behind their functions.19

While money increases the range of economic dependencies through its
infinite divisibility, flexibility and exchangeability, social interaction on the
basis of money exchanges removes the personal element in social relations
as a result of the abstractness and indifference of money. Although money
liberates people from personal dependencies, it also makes the quan-
titative regimentation of individuals more precise and reliable as an aspect
of social control. In this account of the negative consequences of money,
we begin to detect in Simmel’s sociology a definite perspective on the
three dimensions of estrangement: reification, alienation and objectifica-
tion.20 For example, money ceases to be a means and is transferred into an
end itself: 

Never has an object that owes its value exclusively to its quality as a means,
to its convertibility into more definite values, so thoroughly and unreservedly
developed into a psychological absolute value, into a completely engrossing
final purpose governing our practical consciousness.21

Furthermore, in passages which are reminiscent of Marx on fetishism,
Simmel employs religious analogies to come to terms with the nature of
money. For example, the separation of money from any intrinsic value and
its conversion into pure function represents ‘the growing spiritualisation of
money’.22 In general terms, we have seen that Simmel treated money as
belonging to the ‘category of reified social functions’23 and it is possible to
suggest, therefore, that just as Marx treated religion as the fantastic repre-
sentation of human alienation so Simmel regarded money as the reified
representation of impersonal capitalism.
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Marx, Lukács, Weber

It is often suggested that the extraordinary achievement of Lukács‘s
History and Class Consciousness was to have rediscovered the themes of
alienation and reification in the early Marx prior to the publication of the
Paris Manuscripts.24 A close reading of The Philosophy of Money and a
knowledge of Lukács’s dependence on Simmel’s perspective on ‘the
tragedy of culture’ suggest that, not only was Lukács’s analysis of reified
consciousness in bourgeois society mediated by Simmel’s analysis of
money as a reified social relationship, but Lukács’s perspective depended
in large measure upon Simmelian sociology. Lukács’s borrowings from
Simmel include the following: (1) the emphasis on society as, to use
Althusserian terminology, an expressive totality in which the existence and
meaning of any one element rests upon its interrelatedness with the whole;
(2) the analysis of forms of bourgeois thought which have been separated
from their real content and which assume a life of their own; and (3) the
recognition that, while capitalism elevates the individual to major ideolog-
ical importance in the doctrine of individualism as the justificatory basis of
economics, law and politics, capitalism also undermines the autonomous
individual by various processes of standardization, regulation and quan-
tification. As one example, we can consider Lukács’s employment of the
content/form distinction in his criticism of what he calls the ‘economic the-
ory of capitalism’. The failure of such a theory consists in its failure to pen-
etrate the phenomenal forms of capitalism relations and to grasp ‘the real
life-process of capitalism’: 

They [economic theorists] divorce these empty manifestations from their real
capitalist foundation and make them independent and permanent by
regarding them as the timeless model of human relations in general. (This
can be seen most clearly in Simmel’s book, The Philosophy of Money, a very
interesting and perceptive book in matters of detail.)25

Lukács’s acknowledgement of Simmel’s book as ‘interesting and percep-
tive’ hardly gives adequate recognition to Simmel’s achievement. In addi-
tion, it should be noted that elsewhere Lukács was far more generous in his
appreciation of Simmel’s contribution to the sociology of culture generally.
For Lukács, it was Tönnies’s analysis of gemeinschaft and gesellschaft and
Simmel’s philosophical investigation into the development of money which
had, more than any other sociological studies, brought about a clarification
of cultural analysis. 

In approaching the relationship between these theorists, I wish to
advance the stronger claim that Simmel, not Lukács, ‘rediscovered’ the
alienation theme in Marx’s treatment of money in the capitalist economy.
A number of crucial features of Simmel’s argument are explicitly pre-
figured in Marx’s manuscripts of 1844. For Marx, money represents the
abstract relationships of private property which have become detached
from the underlying human relations of exchange: 
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The reflexive existence of this relationship, money, is thus the externalization
of private property, an abstraction from its specific and personal nature.26

Like Simmel, Marx perceived an evolutionary development of money from
simple barter through to promissory notes as an abstraction of social
relations: 

paper money and paper substitutes for money such as bills of exchange,
checks, promissory notes, etc., constitute the more complete existence of
money as money and a necessary phase in the progressive development of
the monetary system.27

Marx argued that the growth of trust and economic credit came to replace
morality, since a person’s worth was judged entirely in terms of their
capacity to pay. Like religion, money is an expression of a world turned
upside down:

money transforms the real essential powers of man and nature into what are
merely abstract conceits and therefore imperfections – into tormenting
chimeras – just as it transforms real imperfections and chimeras – essential
powers which are really impotent, which exist only in the imagination of the
individual – into real powers and faculties.28

While Marx’s analysis of money became progressively more sophisticated
and complex, his later commentaries on money retained the basic notion
that money reflects but also reifies exchange relationships. For example, in
the Grundrisse of 1857–8, we find Marx arguing that money becomes
increasingly detached from the underlying social relations which initially
give rise to money: 

The need for exchange and for the transformation of the product into a pure
exchange value progresses in step with the division of labour, i.e., with the
increasing social character of production. But as the latter grows, so grows
the power of money, i.e. the exchange relation establishes itself as a power
external to and independent of the producers ... Money does not create these
antitheses and contradictions; it is, rather, the development of these con-
tradictions and antitheses which creates the seemingly transcendental power
of money.29

It is also interesting that Marx emphasized in the Grundrisse the contradic-
tory and alienating nature of money which is a means that is converted
into an end; the following passage anticipated much of what Simmel was
to assert some four decades later:

it is an inherent property of money to fulfil its purposes by simultaneously
negating them; to achieve independence for commodities; to be a means
which becomes an end; to realize the exchange value of commodities by sep-
arating them from it; to facilitate exchange by splitting it ... to make exchange
independent of the producers in the same measure as the producers become
dependent on exchange.30
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While Marx’s analysis of money in Capital became more detailed and while
much of the early Hegelian language is stripped from the text, there is also
an important continuity of attitude and purpose. For example, Marx
quotes in Capital the same passage from Shakespeare’s Timon of Athens (act
4, scene 3) which originally appeared in the notes on ‘the power of money
in bourgeois society’ in the 1844 Manuscripts.31 In Timon of Athens, we find
the argument that money is an unnatural power which converts the
morally bad into the morally good, the anti-social into the social, and the
ugly into the beautiful. Marx adopted this poetic theme and converted it
into the thesis that money assumes an autonomy and power over social
relations so that money becomes the incarnation of social power: 

Just as every qualitative difference between commodities is extinguished in
money, so money, on its side, like the radical leveller that it is, does away
with all distinctions. But money itself is a commodity, an external object,
capable of becoming the private property of an individual. Thus social
power becomes the private power of private persons. The ancients therefore
denounced money as subversive of the economic and moral order of things.
Modern society ... greets gold as its Holy Grail, as the glittering incarnation
of the very principle of its own life?32

One feature of this passage, as with the sections on the fetishism of
commodities, which links Marx to Simmel is the prevalence of religious
metaphors. By way of disgression, one problem with the fetishism argu-
ment is that, strictly speaking, a fetish is typically a concrete object which
represents an abstraction. The point about money, however, is that it is an
abstraction used to represent concrete relations, that is real social relations
of exchange. In both Marx and Simmel, the metaphors become very mixed
because both want to argue that money as an abstraction becomes reified
(that is, turned into a thing), while also arguing that money as a thing (a
fetishized commodity) is converted into the abstract representation of
society as a whole.

The point of this exegetical exercise has been to suggest that it is not
Lukács but Simmel who, so to speak, unwittingly reconstructed Marx’s
analysis of money as alienation from the 1844 manuscripts. Despite very
different starting points in epistemology, Marx and Simmel produced
analyses which overlapped in many important respects. It also follows
from this dependency of Lukács on Simmel that much of the influence
accredited to Lukács in, for example, the field of literature belongs covertly
to Simmel. In the sociology of literature, Goldmann is typically seen to be
the main exponent of Lukács’s position.33 Goldmann, following Lukács,
took the notion of totality as his principal methodological starting-point,
accepted the distinction between form and content as a useful device of
literary criticism and finally regarded the problem of ‘the tragic vision’
as central to modern society. All three components are, of course, essen-
tially Simmelian since Lukács’s Marxism was parasitic upon neo-Kantian
sociology. While much of Goldmann’s analysis of the philosophy of the
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Enlightenment34 is focused on the consequences of exchange relationships –
such as the autonomy of the individual and universalism in social relations –
for bourgeois culture, Goldmann does not refer to Simmel’s study of
money; he does however refer to the historian Gorethuysen and to the
philosopher Heidegger, both of whom were significantly influenced by
Simmel. The point of these comments is not to detract from the intellectual
stature of Goldmann; the point is to suggest that the contemporary enthu-
siasm for forcing a sharp separation between Marxism and sociology is
historically naive and analytically invalid.

While Simmel was thus important for several developments in
twentieth-century Marxism, his principal impact on modern social theory
was via Weber’s sociology. Weber, for example, depended on Simmel’s
account of the interpretative method as the principal means of under-
standing the meaning of actions, although Weber also wanted to criticize
some of the confusion in Simmel’s treatment of subjective and objective
meaning.35 It has also been suggested that Weber’s discussion of ‘economic
ethics’ in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism relied partly on
Simmel’s discussion of ‘money in the sequence of purposes’ in chapter
three of The Philosophy of Money: it has been suggested that in The Philoso-
phy of Money Weber discovered a method of transcending the ahistorical
construction of ideal types because Simmel’s approach permitted the his-
torical construction of meaning – complexes as dynamic forms of cultural
development.36 Of course, Weber sought to criticize Simmel on a number
of issues. For example, Weber objected to Simmel’s failure to make an ade-
quate distinction between the notion of ‘the money economy’ and ‘capital-
ism’ as a socio-economic system.37 These observations on the Simmel/
Weber relationship do not really get to the essential point: Simmel’s philo-
sophical inquiry into the development of an abstract and universal system
of money as the measure of all human activity provided a fundamental
model of the cultural manifestations of an underlying process of rational-
ization in western societies. Weber’s account of rationalization in modern
societies, especially as that process is manifest in the growth of the money
economy, economics as a science, intersocietal exchange relations, detailed
calculations for the measurement of human effort and economic predic-
tions by systematic means, is an elaboration and extension of Simmel’s
account of money. 

The concept of ‘rationalization’ in Weber’s sociology has a variety of
meanings and this variety in itself is evidence of the centrality of the con-
cept to Weber’s total corpus. There are thus a number of dimensions to the
rationalization process.38 Rationalization involves the separation of mental
and manual workers from the means of production. In Economy and Society,
Weber was explicit in his argument that the expropriation of the workers
made rational calculation of capitalist activities possible, increased man-
agerial rationality and created ‘the most favourable conditions for
discipline’.39 In short, rationalization included alienation as the basis of
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calculation and discipline. Rationalization also involves intellectualization.
This process involves the subordination of all areas of life to systematic
scientific inquiry and management, at least in principle. In turn, this means
the dominance of the expert over traditional authorities in the sphere of
morality, social in relations and interpersonal behaviour. Rationalization is
manifest in the progressive dominance of bureaucratic models of social
organization, the dominance of bureaucratic personnel and the surveil-
lance of the individual by the state. Rationalization results in ‘the iron cage’
whereby individuality is swamped by individuation. These aspects of
rationalization finally produce secularization. Absolute values, whether
those of religion or natural law, collapse in front of the wave of relativism
generated by modern society, in front of the ethic of calculation and as a
result of the prevalence of instrumental rationality. For Weber, rationalism
ends in irrationalism because values can no longer be secured or anchored
in transcendentalism or in any notion of universal interests. The differenti-
ation of society brought about by bureaucratically-administered reality
means that any quest for purpose in universal human interests is Utopian
whistling in the dark.

These four dimensions of rationalization presuppose the existence of a
money economy. In fact we have to state this situation somewhat paradoxi-
cally: money as both the effect and a condition of existence of rationa-
lization. Money makes exact calculation possible and is the basis of all
systems of rational accountancy. Money is a necessary requirement for
bureaucratization since it makes possible the existence of salaried, white-
collar employees, who can be hired and fired in fulfilment of exact functions.
More generally, the development of free wage-labour as the essential feature
of the capitalist economy could not take place without a money economy.
The importance of money in Weber’s economic sociology is illustrated by
the discussion of money, credit and exchange in Economy and Society. 

Unlike Simmel, Weber was fairly explicit about the sources of his analy-
sis of money. He followed, for example, the approach of Ludwig von
Mises’s Theory of Money and Credit and G.F. Knapp’s The State Theory
of Money.40 At this distance, it is all too easy to forget that the division
between the social sciences, especially economics and sociology, had not
been transformed into a system of exclusive property rights. Economists
were as much as sociologists caught up in the so-called Methodenstreit.41

Weber was, of course, primarily interested in the social consequences of
money. These consequences are widespread and varied: the expansion of
exchange relationships through indirect exchange; the growth of delayed
obligations in the form of debt relationships; the transformation of eco-
nomic advantages into control over money; the individuation of consump-
tion; but these consequences are all dependent on

the most important fact of all, the possibility of monetary calculation; that is
the possibility of assigning money values to all goods and services which in
any way might enter into transactions of purchase and sale.42
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Because a money system is so important for the development of calculation,
discipline and exchange, Weber characteristically argued that the absence
of a rational money system inhibited the development of modern capital-
ism. It is interesting for example, that Weber started The Religion of China43

with an account of China’s failure to develop a stable currency. This theme
also played a part in the ‘Protestant Ethic’ thesis where Weber argued that,
at the level of culture, Protestantism made money clean or at least reli-
giously neutral by freeing it from the traditional ethical system that had
frowned upon usury:

What the great religious epoch of the seventeenth century bequeathed to its
utilitarian successor was, however, above all an amazingly good, we may
even say a pharisaically good, conscience in the acquisition of money, so long
as it took place legally.44

The conditions for capitalist development, therefore, include the growth of
exchange based on a money system, the development of banking and a set
of attitudes which treats money as neutral from a moral point of view. In
addition, a money economy is crucial for the emergence of bureaucratic
administration and this in turn provides capitalism with a reliable, stable
administrative framework. Indeed, Weber claimed that the money econ-
omy was the precondition for ‘the unchanged and continued existence, if
not for the establishment, of pure bureaucratic administration’.45 For
Weber, then, the development of money, especially paper money, was deeply
associated with the origins, the development and the character of modern
capitalism. In particular, money was the basis of rational calculation in cap-
italism and thus intimately related to rationalization, which brought about
impersonality in social relations.

Weber was interested in a sociological problem – the relationship
between rationalization and capitalism – not in the morality of a monetary
system. He did, however, share with Simmel a metaphysics of modernity
which was in essence the submergence of individuality within the admin-
istered society. Like Marx and Simmel, Weber’s sociology was focused on
the metaphysical pathos of means over ends or, as Alan Dawe expressed
this paradox, ‘the transformation of human agency into human bondage’.46

The penetration of abstract money relations into all sectors of society was
a necessary precondition of human alienation, but it was also the principal
illustration of the reification of social relationships in a capitalist system.
The difference between Weber and Simmel on the one side and Marx on
the other was that for Weber and Simmel socialism was not the termination
of reification but the logical outcome of that process of bureaucratic ratio-
nalization, which was inextricably linked with abstract relationships.

Conclusion

In this discussion of Simmel’s philosophy of money, the similarities
between Simmel, Marx, Weber and Lukács have been stressed in order to

158 Classical Sociology



underline the common theme of money as alienation and rationalization.47

This emphasis on convergence and overlap may seem somewhat perverse
in the current theoretical conjuncture where priority is typically given to
difference and divergence. It is certainly clear that these ‘sociologists’
(insofar as they share that designation) started out from very different epis-
temological positions. Simmel’s sociology is often seen as a social version
of the Kantian a priori categorization and his sociology as a whole is inter-
preted within a neo-Kantian paradigm. In his analysis of value-problems,
Simmel came close to the neo-Kantian Baden school which was associated
with Windelband and Rickert.48 However, we should also note the signifi-
cant influence of Nietzsche on Simmel in the idea of cultural forms negat-
ing the will, where the will represents untrammelled energy or content in
opposition to Apollonian form. The impact of Nietzsche’s problem of the
devaluation of values in a nihilistic culture had a significant set of common
theoretical consequences for both Simmel and Weber which have yet to be
systematically assessed.49

Marx’s engagement with the analysis of money in the context of capi-
talist expansion was shaped by very different intellectual and social
forces.50 In Marx’s economics, money had diverse social functions: a mea-
sure of value, a medium of circulation, a means of payment, a medium of
universal exchange and a means of hoarding wealth. Behind these various
social functions, Marx attempted to show that as a commodity money
embodied abstract labour and that the value of money was determined by
the conditions of production rather than by market conditions of demand
and supply. Marx’s treatment of money was meant to be a critique of bour-
geois political economy which was content to analyse the phenomenal
forms of money. Although Marx’s treatment of value, money and prices
has been subject to an extended criticism, we can readily appreciate the
sociological merit of Marx’s perspective which was to uncover the manner
in which money was in fact a mediation of social relations.51 Marx’s analy-
sis of the circuits of money-capital was never simply a formal exercise in
economic sociology as an ideal typical conceptualization. One contrast
between Marx and Simmel would be in terms of Simmel’s neo-Kantian for-
malism as opposed to Marx’s attempt to locate the character of money in
real economic processes. In other aspects of their orientation to social
analysis, it is equally difficult to equate Marx with Simmel. In their treat-
ment of conflict, it is highly misleading to draw a parallel between Simmel’s
sociology of conflict and Marx’s class analysis, since Simmel’s approach to
human conflict was inspired primarily by Nietzsche.52 Whereas Marx’s
theory of money in terms of the labour theory of value was intended as a
sustained critique of classical economics, Simmel was often content to
appropriate existing economic assumptions about money and exchange.
Similarly Lukács sought to transcend the ‘antinomies of bourgeois
thought’, of which the essentialist distinction between form and content
would be a leading example.
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Weber’s sociology has also on occasion been criticized for its formalism,
abstraction and conservatism.53 This interpretation of Weber fails, however,
to examine the fatalistic theme of Weberian sociology where intentions are
always subverted by consequences. In the case of Weber’s treatment of
money, we can again detect this fatalistic theme which he shares with
Simmel, whereby means dominate ends. However, Weber was not content
merely to trace out the unfolding logic of exchange through history as a
teleological progression from concrete barter to abstract exchange through
universalistic money. The development of money was closely tied to the
extension of bureaucratic social relations which were in turn an expression
of economic requirements for stability and predictability. Weber was not
concerned with any human attributes (such as ‘greed’) in the explanation
of the development of money: indeed he specifically denied that economic
sociology required any such assumptions. Money develops either because
it makes ‘budgetary management’ (Haushalten) more rational or because it
facilitates the exact calculation of profit and consequently stimulates entre-
preneurship. Weber’s economic sociology was not grounded in notions of
human ‘need’, but rather sought to understand the structural conditions
that favoured the growth of a rational money system.54 By contrast,
Simmel’s approach was primarily concerned to develop a phenomenology
of money as a medium of human experience of social reality. 

Although money is a major institution within modern societies and a
necessary feature of the social expression and distribution of prestige, it is
peculiar that we do not possess a fully developed sociology of money. In
Marxism there are a number of classic texts on money which have built
critically on the legacy of Marx; the principal illustration would be Rudolf
Hilferding’s Finance Capital which was published in 1910.55 In sociology, it
is important to realise that one of the few significant contributions to theory
in economic sociology and specifically to an understanding of money came
from Talcott Parsons and Neil Smelser.56 Given the importance of the prob-
lem of economic rationality in Parsons’s sociology, it is an odd feature of
Parsons’s intellectual development that Simmel was virtually ignored in
The Structure of Social Action and Economy and Society. Similarly, the strong
argument for an economic sociology in Neil Smelser’s The Sociology of Eco-
nomic Life recognizes Durkheim and Weber as precursors, but entirely
neglects Simmel.57 Finally, despite the influential view that Simmel pro-
vided a major basis for the development of symbolic interactionism, stud-
ies of the ritual role of money in symbolic exchanges in the everyday world
by symbolic interactionists typically ignore The Philosophy of Money.58

The recent revival of interest in the sociology of Georg Simmel has yet
to provide a fully developed evaluation of his contribution to economic
sociology. This neglect is unfortunate since the great merit of Simmel’s
study was that it elaborated a genuinely social view of the role of money
as an institution. The absence of a systematic sociology of money means
that social-science approaches to money and exchange are commonly
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dominated by a narrow and inadequate economic framework. The
originality of Simmel was to have perceived money as a central feature of
the development of a culture which is dominated by the process of
rationalization. Like the Protestant Ethic thesis, The Philosophy of Money is
a classic study of the roots of modernity and modern consciousness. To
dismiss Simmelian sociology as formalistic is to miss the importance of
Simmel’s contribution to a sociology of modernism and more specifically
it is to ignore Simmel as a major founder of economic sociology. 
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CHAPTER 9

TALCOTT PARSONS ON
THE SOCIAL SYSTEM

Introduction: Interpretative Difficulties

The general problem of The Social System is that it is both one of the most
influential and systematic textbooks of modern sociology, and one of the
most ferociously criticized books. Naturally its author has had a rather
similar career. Parsons’s first major publication – The Structure of Social
Action (1937) – has proved in the long run to have been one of the most
coherent and profound attacks on utilitarian theories of social action in the
social sciences, thereby establishing Parsons as, among other intellectual
roles, a leading contributor to the analytical problems of economic theory.
His next major book The Social System (1951), along with Toward a General
Theory of Action (Parsons and Shils, 1951), established Parsons as the central
figure in so-called structural-functionalism, which, as a style of theoretical
work, has been generally condemned as hyper-abstract, logically faulted,
and conservative. One paradox in the life of Parsons is, therefore, that here
we find an author of two major contributions to modern sociology which
are held to be mutually exclusive positions. This contradiction also partly
explains why, despite Parsons’s very obvious stature as a modern thinker,
‘the conventional attitude towards his theory is one of critical aloofness’
(Munch, 1981: 710).

The purpose of this chapter on Parsons’s The Social System is to see
whether this contradiction or tension in fact exists and whether it can be
resolved in any way. Because Parsons’s prose (especially in his later work)
is notoriously dense and cumbersome, my aim here is also to facilitate the
reader’s access to the text. One of Parsons’s severest critics once wrote that
Parsons’s work is ‘full of sham scientific slang devoid of clear meaning,
precision and elementary elegance’ (Sorokin, 1996: 56). While I do not
share that view of Parsons’s work, it would be misleading to pretend The
Social System is an exciting piece of prose or an elementary introduction to
sociology. Part of the task of this chapter is, therefore, to answer the ques-
tion: why read Parsons?

Those who are already familiar with Parsons’s work will note the irony
of this question. Parsons’s The Structure of Social Action starts with the noto-
rious question, adopted from Crane Brinton’s English Political Thought in
the Nineteenth Century: ‘who now reads Herbert Spencer?’ The answer was
of course, nobody, but, since Parsons’s subsequent work had at least some
resemblance to Spencer’s functionalism (Peel, 1971), Parsons’s own ques-
tion was ironically prescient. Fortunately, the answer to the question 'who



now reads Parsons?’ is very definitely not nobody. As we will see shortly,
there has been, since Parsons’s death in Munich in 1979, a major revival of
interest in Parsons’s work, not only in his own culture (Alexander, 1984;
1987), but also in Germany (Habermas, 1987; Luhmann, 1982; Munch,
1987), in England (Hamilton, 1983; Savage, 1981), and in many other soci-
eties (Bourricaud, 1981; Buxton, 1985; Holton and Turner, 1986; Robertson
and Turner, 1989). Indeed, for some commentators on the current sociolog-
ical theory scene, the re-evaluation of Parsons is part of a broader revital-
ization of sociology, which has been dubbed either ‘neofunctionalism’
(Alexander, 1985) or ‘the new theoretical movement’ (Alexander, 1988).

However, my question is not whether Parsons is still the focus of
attention, but ‘why read Parsons?’ Partly anticipating a fuller answer to this
question in this chapter, there are broadly speaking three components to my
defence of Parsons’s work in general and The Social System in particular.
First, it is literally impossible to understand the mainstream debates of mod-
ern sociology without some comprehension of Parsonian sociology, because
Parsons’s treatment of the notions of social action, social structure, function,
culture, and social system shaped, directly or indirectly, many subsequent
developments in sociology, both in America and Europe. Of course, it was
often in opposition to Parsons that these developments took place. For exam-
ple, Anthony Giddens’s ‘structuration theory’ (Giddens, 1968; 1976) was
typically developed against Parsons’s views of power, system, and action.
Second, Parsons’s approach to theory provides us with a powerful model of
systemic social theory, which is addressed to the fundamental problems of
the social sciences as such. While many sociologists work in splendid iso-
lation from other social sciences, Parsons’s sociology is overtly intended to
engage with analytical issues in ‘adjacent’ social sciences such as the cul-
tural anthropology of Clyde Kluckhohn, the ‘institutional economics’ which
was developed in opposition to much conventional economics, and the psy-
choanalytic tradition of Freud. Although Parsons was highly sympathetic
towards interdisciplinarity (partly because of his involvement in the
Harvard Department of Social Relations), The Social System also provides a
powerful and interesting defence of sociology as an autonomous discipline.
Third, sociology, like other social sciences, often occupies an unstable and
uncertain location between small-scale descriptive and empirical research
which has little general significance, and large-scale theoretical research,
which has little obvious implications for applied investigations, but enjoys
general relevance. Parsons’s sociology, I want to argue, goes a long way to
bridging this gap between theoretical and empirical sociology.

Talcott Parsons: His Life and Times

Parsons’s life (1909–79), which was frankly uneventful in historically sig-
nificant terms, has been sketched often enough, although we do not as yet
possess a full intellectual biography, comparable to, for example, Reinhard
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Bendix’s intellectual biography of Weber (1969). I shall not attempt to
present a biography of Parsons at this stage. The intention here is to com-
ment on aspects of Parsons’s intellectual development in order to throw
some light on the issues that engaged Parsons in writing The Social System,
which can only be understood in the context of Parsons’s entire oeuvre.
Three broad intellectual forces influenced Parsons’s sociological approach
from his early student days at Amherst College until his death in Munich
over half a century later.

The first of these was the reformist Protestantism of the Parsons’s
household to which we can trace his abiding concern for the problem of
human values in western society. This interest in values was not simply an
historical interest, because Parsons wanted to argue that the problem of
value-orientation was actually fundamental to the very structure of social
action (hence the title of his masterpiece on the problems of utilitarian
social thought). Parsons remained committed to the idea that human
values were essential for sociological analysis. From Protestantism, Parsons
took the basic idea that human action could not be understood scientifi-
cally without recourse to value analysis. In this respect, it is interesting to
compare Parsons and Weber, since Weber was also fundamentally influ-
enced in his world-view by Protestantism, especially the reformist philos-
ophy of W.E. Channing (Mayer, 1944: 24ff.). Weber’s idea of personality as
a general plan for one’s life was derived directly from his liberal Protestant
background, and continued to shape his attitude towards human action as
value-directed (Holton and Turner, 1989).

Locating Parsons within a broader tradition of classical sociology, we
should note that Parsons, like Marx, Durkheim, and Weber, was particu-
larly exercised by two questions. The first was ‘what has been the contri-
bution of Christianity, by comparison with Greek, Roman and, to a lesser
extent, Islamic culture to the evolution of European civilization?’ The
second question was 'to what extent has the influence of Christian values
diminished with the growing dominance of capitalist institutions since the
end of the sixteenth century?’ For Parsons, Christianity had fundamentally
shaped western capitalist civilization through its emphasis on individual
responsibility, asceticism, rationalism, and its separation of politics and
spirituality. In that regard, Parsons definitely followed the lead provided
by Weber’s The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism which Parsons
had translated. However, Parsons differed from Weber in arguing that
Christianity and capitalism were not necessary incompatible. Parsons, for
example, regarded many aspects of secular America (such as cultural plu-
ralism) as the fulfilment of Christian values (such as tolerance) (Robertson,
1982). Weber’s sociology was dominated by themes of fatalism and pes-
simism (Turner, 1981); Parsons’s sociology, and for this he was severely
criticized by left-wing opponents, was shot through with what we might
call American triumphalism. By comparison, Weber’s overt nationalism
with regard to Germany has passed with little comment.

166 Classical Sociology



Second, Parsons’s biography and his sociological views were strongly
influenced by his admiration for professional medicine as a secular calling.
Parsons’s intention had been to study biology and philosophy, and to fol-
low medicine as a career. Although Parsons became ‘diverted’ by sociol-
ogy, the interest in medical issues remained an enduring aspect of his
sociological ideas. For example, the medical profession and the so-called
‘sick role’ are key issues in The Social System where medical values repre-
sent a central illustration of social action which is not dominated by utili-
tarian values of self-interest. A professional person is expected to be
altruistic, oriented towards community service and regulated by profes-
sional ethics, not short-term market considerations. Parsons also became
increasingly influenced by psychoanalytic theory, especially by the theo-
ries and therapeutic techniques of Freud. Parsons used Freudian ideas
about transference to explain the social relationships between doctor and
patient; he also used Freud’s ideas about the Oedipus complex to explain
the social functions of the incest taboo in the organization of the modern
family (Parsons, 1954).

However, while Parsons’s conception of social action was influenced by
the notion of regulation by professional ethics, he also adopted medical,
and more specifically, biological ideas in developing his views on the social
system. There is a tension here between his interest in medical practice as
a model of how values shape social action, and his interest in the biology
of organic systems as a model of how social system parts (institutions)
function to improve the adaptive capacities of the social system in relation
to its environment.

Here, then, is a critical issue in the interpretation of Talcott Parsons to
which I have already alluded by counterposing the relationship between
The Structure of Social Action and The Social System. Should we regard
Parsons’s sociology as primarily a contribution to the analysis of (what
Parsons called) a voluntaristic theory of action, or a contribution to the
deterministic theory of the structure of social systems? In the first type of
theory, the agency of the social actor appears to assume a primary theoret-
ical position, whereas in the second case it is the structure of social rela-
tions which has primacy. This dilemma is the (by now) classic set of
dichotomies between idealism and determinism, idealism and material-
ism, and agency and structure. We can adopt two positions with regard
to Parsons’s version of these contradictions. In the first position, we can
argue that Parsons was irredeemably trapped by these theoretical prob-
lems, and offered no final solution to these issues (Dawe, 1970; Giddens,
1984). If we adopt this argument, then we are claiming that ultimately
Parsons’s general theory as a whole (but not necessarily parts of it) is log-
ically inconsistent and incoherent. Parsons’s theory has therefore finally to
be rejected. For example, Habermas argues that Parsons’s theory cannot
ultimately cope with the communicative nature of social interaction, and
continued to treat culture as an objective system part. Parsons’s early
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action theory was overwhelmed by his subsequent systems theory
(Habermas, 1987: 203).

A second position would be to deny that in general terms Parsons’s
sociology is caught in a cleft stick between agency and structure, and that
his theory goes a long way towards reconciling those ancient contradic-
tions. In this respect, we would have to argue that Parsons’s theory is
strictly speaking neither a theory of action nor a theory of systems; it is in
fact an action–systems theory. This second position would not argue in
some absolute sense that Parsons had overcome these difficulties, but (1)
that his theory is not hopelessly locked into or trapped by these dilemmas,
and (2) that as a result it is possible to develop Parsons’s work in ways
which remain fruitful for the future development of sociology. Parsons’s
theory is capable of repair (Holton and Turner, 1986). This orientation to
Parsons’s sociology appears to be the position adopted by what has come
to be known as ‘neofunctionalism’ (Alexander, 1985), which accepts many
of the criticisms traditionally made against Parsons, but wants to defend
the general aims of Parsonian sociology through repairing the Parsonian
legacy. In this introduction to Parsons’s The Social System, I shall in general
terms adopt the theoretical spirit of neofunctionalism for one simple rea-
son. In sociology, we have been so deeply involved in self-criticism that we
are in danger of self-destruction. In order to see if the tree is still growing,
we constantly take it up by the roots to see if all is well. To continue the
analogy, this introduction to Parsons adopts a strategy of theoretical prun-
ing rather than extensive cutting. Before turning to this exercise, we need
to examine Parsons’s involvement with the biological sciences more closely.

In social theory, employing analogies and metaphors from biological
sciences has been a common strategy in the development of theoretical
frameworks on social systems. This strategy was basic to the ‘organic anal-
ogy’ which was common to social Darwinism and to Spencer’s evolution-
ary sociology. Parsons’s views on the systemic qualities of social relations
was influenced at Harvard by L.J. Henderson’s study group on V. Pareto,
by Walter B. Cannon’s The Wisdom of the Body, and by Claude Bernard. It
was from these influences that Parsons came to see social change in terms
of an evolutionary adaptation of a social system to its environment, espe-
cially in terms of the structural differentiation of the parts of a system. The
idea of homeostasis also came to assume an importance in Parsons’s work,
namely the tendency of ‘disturbances’ of the system to result in a new level
of equilibrium. The major assumptions of this type of theory are therefore
(1) all social systems are defined in terms of the relations between their
‘internal’ parts, and between the system and its environment; (2) the notion
of functional contribution is essential in understanding the continuity
of various parts of a system, and sociology is directed primarily to the
analysis of the functional significance of institutions in the survival of
social systems; and (3) it is the social system and not its social parts or insti-
tutions which is the referent of functional significance (Haines, 1987). In
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common-sense terms, the task of sociology is to discover how various
institutions (such as the family, the school, or the church) function, that is
how they contribute to the continuity and survival of society as a whole. In
his later work, this concern for continuity and change in social systems was
extended and developed by an interest in the new science of cybernetics,
that is how social systems are directed and regulated by the storage and
transmission of information.

So far we have seen that Parsons’s early sociology was significantly
influenced by two major issues: religious values, and biological sciences.
Against Marxism, Parsons argued that capitalist society could not be
understood in exclusively economic (or materialistic) terms. Like Weber
and Durkheim, Parsons was acutely interested in the impact of religious
values on political and economic issues. We can see this influence in
the whole contents of The Social System which is a study of the value-
orientations which are fundamental to social interaction, and which pro-
vide the normative structuring of social relationships. Second, Parsons’s
interest in biological sciences involved him in a lifelong concern for the
scientific interrelationship between the natural and the social sciences. The
third major influence on his early development was the nature of econo-
mics as a science.

The importance of economic theory for the development of Parsons’s
sociology has for a long time been seriously neglected (Holton and Turner,
1986). Partly because Parsons was criticized for his idealism – namely his
persistent interest in the role of values – it has not occurred to his critics
to look to economic analysis as a central theme of Parsonian sociology.
Where did this interest in economic theory come from? First, Parsons had
come under the influence of Walter Hamilton, who taught institutional
economics at Amherst, but this intellectual concern was greatly reinforced
when Parsons came, after a brief period at the London School of
Economics, to spend a scholarship at Heidelberg (1925–6). In Germany,
Parsons wrote a dissertation on the concept of capitalism in German social-
science literature, from which Parsons published two short articles, but
these studies laid the basis for many of his subsequent contributions to
economic sociology, not only in his critique of utilitarian economic ideas in
The Structure of Social Action, but also in his translations from Weber and in
many occasional papers on economic ideas and theorists. However, it has
to be borne in mind that this engagement with economic theory and eco-
nomic history was not merely a passing phase in Parsons’s intellectual
development. Parsons continued to write on economic sociology with, for
example, Neil Smelser (Parsons and Smelser, 1956), but he was also an eco-
nomics tutor at Harvard in 1931 and was the Marshall lecturer in econom-
ics at Cambridge University, England in 1953.

However, even these details disguise the real importance of economics
in Parsons’s intellectual career. This influence took two forms. The first
issue was that Parsons took economics to be the most developed of the
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action theories within the social sciences and thus a model of how sociology
might evolve towards a more mature status with the university curriculum.
Parsons came to develop a four sub-system model of the social system
around four ‘tasks’ facing a social system in relation to its environment.
These four sub-systems (the AGIL system) were adaptation (the economy),
goal-attainment (the polity), integration (cultural system of general values
which is concerned with law and social control), and latency (the norma-
tive problem of motivation to fulfil positions in the social system). There
are, as we will see, definite problems with this model, but at this stage we
can note that Parsons thought that economics was a science of economiz-
ing action with special reference to questions of adaptation between the
environment and the social system; economics was particularly about the
allocation of scarce resources. The first continuous influence of economics
as a discipline was thus in terms of Parsons’s general concern for sociology
as a discipline, its relationship to other disciplines and the problem of cur-
riculum reform within the university.

The second form in which economics influenced Parsons’s thought was
as a model of social exchange in general. Conventional demand-and-
supply economics has been concerned to comprehend the nature of maxi-
mizing behaviour in the exchange of commodities between individuals in
a market. These exchange relations are typically undertaken, not in terms
of a material exchange of commodities, but symbolically in terms of money
as a medium of exchange. The capitalist buys labour power, not by pro-
viding the worker directly with the means of existence (clothing and food),
but in terms of a wage in the form of money. However, money is itself only
a symbol of value, because in principle the worker could be paid in terms
of precious shells, postage stamps, a cheque, or other tokens. Georg
Simmel, whose work significantly influenced Parsons, despite the fact that
Simmel did not appear in The Structure of Social Action (Levine, 1980),
argued in The Philosophy of Money (Simmel, 1978) that money as a symbol
of the value of exchange was a measure of trust, and hence a measure of
the extent of trustworthy social interactions. Parsons took money to be a
generalized medium of exchange and by analogy argued that there may be
a number of such media in society. In particular, he looked at power, influ-
ence, and commitment as circulating media of exchange which permit
social actors to achieve desirable objectives. These media of exchange
relate back to Parsons’s model of the four sub-systems (AGIL). Money is
the medium of exchange between the adaptive sub-system and its bound-
aries; power is the generalized medium of the polity; influence of the inte-
grative sub-system; and commitment of the latency sub-system. As we
shall see, Parsons’s predilection for argument by analogy, his view of
power as a medium of exchange, and his particular approach to money
have all been criticized (Ganssmann, 1988). At this stage, I am not directly
concerned with this criticism; my purpose has been simply to establish the
influence of economic theorizing on Parsons’s intellectual development.
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From Structure to System

Secondary commentary on the major texts of sociology should never be
substituted for reading the texts themselves. However, in this introduction
to Parsons’s The Social System, there is a strong warrant for offering a sym-
pathetic reading of Parsons’s major works, in the context of the hostile
reception of his systems theory in the 1960s and 1970s. Furthermore, since
Parsons is often accused of inconsistency, perhaps there is also some justi-
fication for reading Parsons’s work sequentially. It is certainly the case that
it is difficult to understand The Social System without some grasp of The
Structure of Social Action.

In The Structure of Social Action, Parsons developed three interconnected
arguments. The first was that classical social theory was unable to provide
an account of action, in terms of a rationalistic and positivistic epistemol-
ogy, and an explanation of social order without contradicting its own
premises. For example, classical economics assumes that economic actors
are rational and egoistic. They satisfy their needs by egoistically attempt-
ing, through exchange, to maximize their competitive advantage. Parsons
argued that such theories cannot then explain social order, because it is
perfectly rational for economic actors to use force and fraud to achieve
their individual goals. The society implied by economic theory is atomistic,
unstable and possibly violent. Parsons argued, following Hobbes’s famous
description of such a society as ‘nasty, brutish and short‘, that an atomistic
society of this character would involve a war of all against all.

Classical economic theory in fact ‘solved’ this problem by importing
certain residual assumptions about common sentiment, human co-
operation and ‘the hidden hand’ of history to explain how society was
possible at all, but these supporting assumptions are not compatible with
or deducible from rational, utilitarian assumptions. Parsons invented the
idea of the ‘residual category’ to criticize these illicit theoretical strategies.
But, one might object, does not social contract theory in Hobbes, Locke and
Spinoza solve the issue of order and preserve the notion of egoistic ratio-
nality? If actors form contractual agreements to keep the peace, then social
order can be obtained by rational actors, who continue to behave compet-
itively. Parsons’s argument against these assumptions, following
Durkheim’s notion of the ‘noncontractual element of contract’, is that the
enforcement of contracts depends upon shared agreements (values) about
the importance of contracts which make these agreements morally enforce-
able. In short, most rationalistic accounts of action and order are either
incoherent or they are compelled to introduce some notion of coercive
force to achieve a stable social order.

The second feature of Parsons’s argument was that, through an examina-
tion of four major social theorists (Marshall, Pareto, Weber, and Durkheim),
we can detect a theoretical convergence towards what Parsons called a vol-
untaristic theory of action. This convergence took place precisely because
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their rationalistic and positivistic theories could not simultaneously
explain social order and rational action without recourse to residual cate-
gories. One special difficulty with these theories is that, because they
defined rational as that which is compatible with experimental natural
science, they could not arrive at a satisfactory theory of values, culture and
meaning. From a positivistic perspective, all religious beliefs and practices
appear to be irrational. Against these reductionist views, Parsons argued
that religious symbols, for example, were neither rational nor irrational;
they were simply non-rational. Religious symbols stand for experiences of
ultimate reality, about which natural science has little or nothing to say.
Without an adequate theory of the non-rational aspects of action, sociology
would never develop a satisfactory understanding of the meanings which
actors attach to social action.

The third major theme of The Structure of Social Action was that the
development of a sociology of values is an essential task of sociology as a
social science, if we are to grasp how the meaning of social action for the
individual and the integrative functions of common values for the social
system are necessarily linked. Social order is possible if social actors share
a culture of common values, which unites them together to share and per-
form co-operative activities. It is these general values which determined
the ultimate goals of action and which structure the norms by which the
means of action are selected. These general values, or what Parsons was to
call the cultural system, store up, as it were, the collective meaning of
action and society for the whole collectivity. Action is meaningful because
rational actors have available to them common values which define action,
and social order is possible because these general values bind social actors
together into social systems in such a way as to permit (without guaran-
teeing) a peaceful resolution of social conflicts.

Thus, the idea of a realm of relatively autonomous social values which
cannot be reduced to material interests or environment was an essential
feature of The Structure of Social Action. In this respect, The Social System can
also be seen as an attempt to develop a general sociology of values. The
aim of Parsons’s book is, therefore, to derive the principal components of
a social system from the structure of social action. His argument as a result
focuses principally on the idea of what he calls ‘value-orientations’ and
cultural patterns of action, and their relationship to the motivational
aspects of social processes.

In The Social System, Parsons adopted a mode of theoretical activity
based on a quest for symmetry and pattern, which characteristically
involved either three-fold or four-fold diagrams or boxes. Thus, a system
of social action can be divided into three principal components: the cul-
tural, social and personality systems.

The modes of motivational orientation of action are cognitive, cathe-
tic, and evaluative; similarly there are cognitive, appreciative and moral
value-orientations of a social actor towards the action situation; cultural
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patterns and institutions are also organized around belief systems (which
give some emphasis to knowledge and cognition), expressive-symbolic
systems (which correspond to the cathetic principal), and finally there are
systems of value-orientation (which embody moral obligations, corre-
sponding to evaluative activities).

For many critics of Parsons, this use of parallels, analogies and
symmetrical relations, often in a rigid 2 × 2 box, become the most unattrac-
tive and implausible aspect of Parsons’s version of social system theory.
For example, it was argued that Parsons’s model of cognitive, cathetic and
evaluative orientations was no more than a common-sense claim that,
when acting, human beings are either knowing, feeling or judging things.
In defence of Parsons, it could be pointed out that many philosophical
accounts of ethics, for example Aristotle and Kant, are based on such a tri-
partite system of action. Furthermore, Parsons came to use the idea of
expressive symbols very creatively when he saw aspects of modern social
movements as an ‘expressive revolution’. These theoretical models should
be treated as heuristic devices to develop sociological theory, rather than as
rigid, permanent features of Parsonian sociology (Adriaansens, 1989).

Another feature of Parsons’s development of sociological theory was
the introduction of the pattern variables. These patterns refer to the struc-
ture of role-definitions which are claimed to confront action as a system of
conflicting choices. To take one example which is central to Parsons, a
doctor, while following a professional-ethical code in the examination of a
child, treats the child in a universalistic, neutral, and specific fashion. The
doctor is, in principle, indifferent to the child’s particular social character-
istics (lower class, white, Catholic), because the doctor is guided by a pro-
fessional interest in the child’s symptoms. The child’s mother, by contrast,
is characterized by her particularistic, emotional and diffuse relation to the
child. Parsons wants therefore to indicate in terms of values and actions the
very significant differences between the family and the professional situa-
tion. They exhibit very different pattern variables, which in fact are related
to the famous distinction between gemeinschaft and gesellschaft, which were
first systematically described by Tönnies (1912). The pattern variables are
claimed to be universal and inescapable: they are affectivity v. affective
neutrality; self v. collective orientation; universalism v. particularism;
achievement v. ascription; specificity v. diffuseness.

These apparently formalistic accounts of value-orientations, cultural
institutions and pattern variables are in fact directly related to Parsons’s
early analyses of voluntaristic action and social order in two ways. First,
Parsons wanted to show that the interchange between personality and cul-
tural systems had important implications for the stability of the social
system. Where social actors have ‘internalized’ values through socializa-
tion in the family, then in terms of personality they receive gratification in
conforming to the dominant pattern of values in the social system. There is
a double contingency between actor and culture. The cultural system is
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reinforced by actions which conform to the dominant culture; the social
actor receives gratifications to personality as a consequence of carrying
out actions which are compatible with dominant values. Social order is
maintained because social actors are rewarded for their support. It is for
this reason that much of The Social System is given over to the discussion
of deviance.

The second relation is that in his account of the pattern variables
Parsons is once more addressing the question of the Hobbesian problem of
order. Social relations work in the sense that they are not random but struc-
tured by fundamental value patterns which morally coerce action. Further-
more, in his description of the universalistic, affectively neutral, collective,
specific and achievement-oriented action, Parsons was giving an account
of social action which is contrasted strongly with market-oriented (capital-
istic) actions. We can see Parsons’s vision of society as thus a clear alterna-
tive to a society dominated by ‘possessive individualism’ (Macpherson,
1962). It is thus crucial to see that the pattern variables are at the heart, not
only of Parsons’s view of modern professional behaviour, but of sociology
itself. In fact, Parsons, towards the conclusion of his study, actually argues
that sociological theory is ‘that aspect of the theory of social systems which
is concerned with the phenomena of the institutionalization of patterns of
value-orientation in the social system’ (Parsons, 1951: 552).

This issue is particularly marked in Parsons’s analysis of the profes-
sions, which is an issue closely associated in The Social System with the
analysis of the sick role, but its influence is far more wide-spread in
Parsons’s work as a whole. In fact, this issue is sufficiently important for
me to want to claim that the key to The Social System is to be found in the
pages (428ff.) where Parsons discusses how the pattern variables shape the
relationship between doctor and patient. For Parsons, being sick is a social
condition, because it involves entry into a social role. There are important
expectations surrounding being sick, namely being sick involves norma-
tive expectations on the part of doctor and patient whose social relation-
ships constitute a social system. In particular, Parsons emphasized the
importance of universalistic, neutral and collective orientations on the part
of the professional doctor.

Parsons was, however, also concerned to set the sick role within the
broader context of general social values. Given the achievement and
activistic values of individualistic American culture, being sick was, in an
important sense, being deviant. Sickness typically involves withdrawal
from work and passivity. Sickness involving a temporary, passive with-
drawal from work is potentially a threat to the values of the whole system.
Hence, the doctor emerges in Parsonian sociology as very much the
guardian of the established order, as the gate-keeper of deviance, and as
the embodiment of the ‘sacred’ order of normality. The pattern variables in
this context (especially affective-neutrality) permit the doctor to function
as the disinterested guardian of the society as a whole.



The Social System is a diverse and complex text, but I hope I have
already suggested certain ways of reading Parsons which show the rele-
vance of his approach to contemporary concerns. For example, Parsons’s
views on the symbolic importance of medical power is particularly impor-
tant in the context of social responses to AIDS, IVF programmes, to chronic
illness and ageing, and to the human dangers of the medical-industrial
complex. Although Parsons’s medical sociology has often been criticized,
it is one aspect of his work where the charge of empirical irrelevance can-
not be sustained. Furthermore, Parsons’s awareness of the cultural and
symbolic significance of medical authority anticipated many contempo-
rary, radical paradigms which take medical power and medical knowledge
as their starting point (Turner, 1987).

Parsons and American Sociology

Critics of the influence of Parsons’s structural-functionalism often overlook
the fact that his personal influence in American professional sociology was
both limited and short term. For example, J. Goudsblom’s suggestion
(1988) that, by comparison with the lack of institutional power on the part
of Norbert Elias, the success of Parsonian sociology is partly explained by
Parsons’s dominance of organized sociology in America is wide of the
mark. Parsons’s early work on European theory was slow to gain recogni-
tion (Camic, 1989). In retrospect, we can now see how important Parsons
was in introducing classical European sociology (especially Weber and
Durkheim) to American academic life, but at the time Parsons was some-
what remote from mainstream American sociology, which continued to be
dominated by American academics such as Robert Park, Charles Cooley,
Franklin Giddings, Albion Small, William Sumner, William Thomas and
Lester Ward. Parsons’s theoretical interests appeared peripheral to the
local, applied, and empirical orientation of the Chicago School.

It was not until the 1950s that Parsons’s influence began to have some
general impact, partly through his postgraduate students, who included
Bernard Barber, Kingsley Davis, Robert Merton, Wilbert Moore and Robin
Williams. Parsons had also been elected president of the American Socio-
logical Association in 1949. Parsons was also literally pouring out an
apparently endless and effortless number of volumes and articles on a
wide diversity of topics. However, while Parsons’s sociology was becom-
ing influential, his approach to sociology was also coming under sustained
and often antagonistic criticism.

There were, so to speak, three waves of critical opposition to Parsonian
sociology, or more specifically what had become known as ‘structural-
functionalism’ (Alexander, 1987). There was the ethnomethodological cri-
tique of the followers of Harold Garfinkel, who argued that social order
was grounded in the taken-for-granted practical rules over everyday life
which was sustained by the ongoing practices of knowledgeable members.
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Second, symbolic interactionists, following the work of Erving Goffman,
also argued against what they took to be Parsons’s functionalist account of
social order. For symbolic interactionists, order was an emergent property
of micro-social interaction, which could only be sustained by co-operative
negotiation between social actors. The point was that social stability was
inherently precarious.

It was, however, the criticisms of what can be broadly called conflict
theory which proved in the long term to be the most troublesome and
thorough-going critique of Parsons. He was held to be a conservative
thinker, whose social theory could not explain social change or social con-
flict, partly because he denied or neglected material interests, which in
turn were linked to fundamental cleavages in the social structure (such
as social class). These criticisms were presented in a wealth of critical
volumes which were in direct opposition to Parsons’s approach to the
explanation of social order. These influential critical works included:
R. Dahrendorf ‘Out of Utopia’ (1958); A. Giddens ‘’’Power’’ in the recent
writing of Talcott Parsons’ (1968); Alvin Gouldner The Coming Crisis of
Western Sociology (1971); D. Lockwood ‘Some remarks on the social system’
(1956); C. Wright Mills The Sociological Imagination (1959); J. Rex Key Problems
in Sociological Theory (1961).

The Social System in particular came under sharp attack. The emphasis
on values and norms was held to preclude any proper understanding of
the role of material forces, technology and social class in shaping the social
structure. Hence, Parsons had difficulty explaining violent social change
(for example, revolutions), and could only conceptualize change in evolu-
tionary terms as the internal differentiation of social systems as an adap-
tive adjustment to the environment. It was further held that, because of this
difficulty, Parsons could only explain opposition in society in terms of
deviation from a set of central norms. As such, Parsons’s sociology depen-
ded on a version of the dominant ideology thesis (Abercrombie, Hill and
Turner, 1980), because it could not conceptualize a situation where a social
system might have several competing systems of values.

Conflict theorists also argued that there were also a number of technical
problems in Parsons’s analytical scheme which compounded these prob-
lems. We can mention three of these issues. First, there was the conven-
tional problem that Parsons found it difficult to reconcile an action
perspective (as in The Structure of Social Action) and a system perspective
(as in The Social System) (Scott, 1963). Second, it is in fact difficult to iden-
tify a ‘social system’, and to define a 'social system’ in relation to a ‘soci-
ety’. Parsons treated the social relations between two social actors (a doctor
and a patient) as a social system, but clearly Great Britain is also a social
system, which is composed of several societies (England, Scotland and
Wales). Is the nation-state (France for instance) a society or several soci-
eties? Because the legitimate existence of the nation-state is typically
contested, there can be no naïve equation of nation-state, society or social
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system. Third, Parsons's theory of the social system (and more generally
structural-functionalism) has difficulty in identifying the sources of social
change, and this objection is really to ask a question about the relationship
between sociological and historical explanations. Parsons often referred to
‘social strains’ as explanations of social change (as in his well-known writ-
ings on McCarthyism), or in his essays on Fascism he saw the legacy of the
German class system in relation to the military bureaucracy as an explana-
tion for the rise of national socialism (Parsons, 1942). However, it is not
clear how these events and circumstances can be reconciled with the very
general nature of his sociology of the social system. In part, this problem
was an aspect of Norbert Elias’s critique (1978) of Parsons’s lack of any
sense of historical contingency.

These objections clearly represent a formidable critical reception of
Parsons’s sociology. I shall return to a modest defence of Parsons shortly.
However, I want to suggest that behind these critical comments there are
two more basic, but often unstated, attacks on Parsons. The first is that his
work almost entirely neglected the contributions of Karl Marx to social
science. The second is that his work represents, often overtly, a defence of
American civilization as the cutting edge of modern progress. These two
issues are clearly interrelated.

From the vantage point of having lived through the revolutions of 1989,
it is now increasingly difficult to understand, or empathize with the domi-
nance of structuralist Marxism in sociology in the 1960s and early 1970s.
The events of 1968 were associated with a period of remarkable Marxist
theoretical developments, especially in Germany around critical theory,
and in France around structuralist Marxism. While these intellectual move-
ments had little impact on American social theory, there were strong radi-
cal student movements in the USA, which were, at least for a time,
influenced by critical theory through the work of Herbert Marcuse.
Parsons had rather little sympathy for such student movements on campus.
While Marx was enjoying a major revival in university lecture halls around
the world, Parsons’s general theory was almost entirely closed to the influ-
ence of Marxist theory. Marx was very briefly considered in The Structure
of Social Action, where he was dismissed as merely a variant of utilitarian
economic theory. Parsons sustained this view of Marx as a utilitarian for
the remainder of his intellectual career (Gould, 1989). Parsons also wrote
almost nothing specifically about Marx or Marxism. This neglect of Marxist
social theory during the radical decades of the post-war period further rein-
forced the view that Parsons’s sociology was ideologically conservative.

Parsons’s refusal to engage with contemporary Marxist theory was
related to Parsons’s view of the role of America in post-war reconstruction.
Parsons took the view that the defeat of German and Italian fascism was
a triumph of liberal, pluralist politics and for capitalism as an economic
system. America was the illustration of successful and ‘progressive’ social
evolution which, despite the problems of racism, urban violence,
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organized crime and class inequalities, offered the most promising
alternative to Stalinism and international communism. Parsons acknowl-
edged many of the social achievements of Russian society, but remained
sceptical about its adaptive capacities. Parsons did not therefore accept the
radical criticisms of American society which were common in the 1960s
(Lidz, 1989). Parsons felt that the critical positions adopted in The Lonely
Crowd (Riesman, 1950), The Power Elite (Mills, 1956), The Sane Society
(Fromm, 1956), America as a Civilization (Lerner, 1957) and The Authoritarian
Personality (Adorno et al., 1950) were superficial and, behind the smoke
screen of academic neutrality, merely vented old ideological slogans.
Parsons’s intention was to write a general study of American society as a
reply to these critics, which was to be called The American Societal Com-
munity, but very little of this work was finally completed. What remains is
a collection of (largely unpublished) manuscripts. The critical objection to
Parsons was, therefore, not only that his sociology was flawed by a range
of technical problems, but that, in addition to his critique of Marxism, his
analysis of values was by intention a defence of American civilization
against right-wing social movements (such as McCarthyism) and against
power blocs in the world-system of politics (such as Russian communism),
which threatened the future of cultural pluralism.

A Defence of Parsons

One problem with the criticism of Parsons in the 1960s was that it typically
focused on a narrow range of Parsons’s own work, specifically The Social
System. The revival of interest in Parsons in the 1980s has been character-
ized by its focus on the work of Parsons as a whole. What emerges from
this more complete overview is an appreciation of its theoretical compre-
hensiveness (Sciulli and Gerstein, 1985). In addition, there is a growing
appreciation of the applied and empirical virtues of Parsons’s framework
(Holton and Turner, 1986). As a result of these contemporary evaluations
of Parsons’s complete contribution to sociology, many of the conventional
objections to Parsons no longer appear so compelling or convincing. It is
also important to point out (as a moral evaluation of Parsons as a person)
that Parsons attempted to reply systematically to his critics.

A modest defence of Parsons would include the following observa-
tions. Against the conventional view of Parsons as a conservative, it is now
more than ever clear that Parsons was in fact a New Deal liberal, who
attempted to defend progressive political changes, such as full citizenship
rights for American blacks. It is not valid, furthermore, to argue that
Parsons’s sociology neglected questions about broad historical changes;
Parsons was specifically concerned, like Weber, with the general pattern of
western development out of Christian and Greco-Roman civilizations. It is
also possible to defend Parsons against the idea that his Grand Theory had
little to do with the understanding of empirical problems. For example,
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Parsons’s essays on the German social structure, on intellectuals, or his
various articles on the professions are clear illustrations of his ability to
write about specific issues and empirical problems. Although Parsons cor-
rectly described himself in the dedication of The Social System as ‘an incur-
able theorist’, he also retained clear and specific political interests in
contemporary issues such as university curriculum development, or race
relations, or American foreign policy issues.

Although these comments are reasonable and appropriate, they are
hardly original or compelling. Returning to my observations at the begin-
ning of this chapter, there are three broad areas of defence which we
should address in more detail. The first is that Parsons’s sociology estab-
lished many of the broad parameters of contemporary debate in sociology;
these parameters include (1) how is social order to be explained, and how
important are shared values in such an explanation? (2) what is the nature
of social action, and how can we best defend the idea of voluntaristic
action against various forms of utilitarianism? (3) what are the essential
characteristics of a modern society in terms of its values and social struc-
ture, and how much of this ‘modernity’ is the product of capitalistic eco-
nomic development? and, finally (4) how can sociology contribute to
understanding and fostering progressive social relations, that is relations
which exist without recourse to forms of authoritarian compulsion? These
questions, which were central to Parsons’s sociology, have remained
crucial to mainstream sociology and are even central to the sociological
alternatives presented by Parsons’s critics.

Although Parsons was blind to many current issue – gender, feminist
theory, the analysis of symbolic exchange at the micro level, the negative
features of American foreign policy, the repression brought about by west-
ern imperialism, the devastation of aboriginal cultures by westernization,
and the possibilities of ‘underdevelopment’ as a necessary consequence
of so-called western development – two features of Parsonian sociology
continue to dominate contemporary sociology.

The first is the growing recognition that classical sociology failed to
develop an adequate perspective on culture, and that various forms of
development of modern capitalism have made cultural issues more rather
than less prominent in ‘post-industrial’ society. Given Parsons’s preoccu-
pation with cultural anthropology, his tripartite theoretical model of soci-
ety, culture and personality, and his predilection for value analysis,
Parsons’s contribution to cultural sociology is a crucial feature of his gen-
eral sociology. This aspect of work has yet to receive adequate attention
(Robertson, 1988).

The second thematic issue in Parsons’s sociology was its anti-nostalgic
stance towards modernity (Holton and Turner, 1986). While mainstream
sociology, which has followed Marx and Weber, has in practice been a soci-
ology of capitalist society, Parsons has been unambiguously a theorist and
protagonist of modernity. Classical sociology retained an often unspoken
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nostalgia for the conservative values of a stable rural community; the basic
unit-ideas of sociology (such as the sacred, community, authority, and
status) reflect this undercurrent of commitment to the world represented
by pre-industrial agrarian communities (Nisbet, 1967). While writing
about gesellschaft, sociologists have often embraced a set of values which
are more relevant to gemeinschaft (Holton and Turner, 1989). Parsons, by
contrast, was unambiguously modernist in his acceptance of seculariza-
tion, differentiation, pluralism of values, bureaucratization of administra-
tion, urban cultures and modern forms of citizenship. There is nothing in
Parsons’s sociology to compare with the constant angst which Weber
exhibited towards modernity and towards the problem of discovering a
scientific or political calling in post-religious society (Lassman and Velody,
1989). Given the current debate about modernity and postmodernity, it is
not a risky prediction to assume that Parsons may well be revived as the
spokesperson of modernity, and that this revival may (with considerable
irony) put Parsons in the same camp as Habermas in wishing to complete
the project of rational modernity.

The second major defence of Parsons is that his theoretical endeavours
over half a century represented a sustained and systematic attempt to
develop a single coherent approach to sociology, replacing the legacy of
rationalistic utilitarian social theory with a voluntaristic theory of action.
Parsons’s critics have recently paid tribute to this serious quest for analytic
coherence. Thus Habermas (1987: 199) has written that Parsons has left a
body of theory which is ‘without equal in its level of abstraction and dif-
ferentiation, its social-theoretical scope and systematic quality‘. This action
theory would (1) take into account the centrality of norms and values in the
choice of the ends of action and the regulation of means to ends, and
(2) would maintain a view of the social actor as a rational being who is also
motivated by feelings and by evaluations. Parsons’s sociology thus
attempted to provide a coherent overview of the domain of sociological
enquiry which would systematically integrate, following Weber’s account
of action, social action and social relationship, a voluntaristic theory of
action with what we might call a culturalist theory of the social system.

Although many critics of Parsons have argued that there is a hiatus
between his action theory and his social systems theory (and therefore that
Parsons does not provide us with a systematic general theory of sociology),
by calling Parsons’s theory of social systems a culturalist theory, we can
recognize the strong connection between the importance of values in his
action theory and the pattern of cultural orientations in his systems theory.
Some aspects of this relation were outlined in a neglected study of
Parsonian theory (Chazel, 1974). As Chazel points out, there is a direct line
of theoretical development from the idea of action orientation in the unit
act in The Structure of Social Action, the emergence of the pattern variables
in The Social System, and the final development of the four-system (GAIL)
model of his later systems theory. This development, in fact, was an
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attempt to spell out the implications of classical sociology – especially
Tönnies’s distinction between gemeinschaft and gesellschaft – for the
analysis of modern societies.

The pattern variables remained a constant theme in Parsons’s sociology
and they therefore indicate, against his critics, an important feature of the
continuity of his work. While some commentators have suggested that
they were abandoned in Parsons’s later work, this is not the case. The pat-
tern variables represented for Parsons, not simply a theoretical framework,
but a moral code as well. We have seen this implicit moral theory in his
treatment of the importance of professional ethics in guiding the doctor’s
relationship to the (subordinate and often helpless) patient. On a larger
canvas, if we treat Parsons’s work as a whole as the quest for a sociologi-
cal and historical account of the origins of (what I shall call) ‘progressive
social systems’, then the continuity of the pattern variables becomes obvi-
ous. Progressive social systems are characterized by their pluralism, their
tolerance of value-diversity, their structural differentiation, their capacity
to solve system problems without recourse to totalitarian violence, and
thus their institutionalization of universalism, achievement-orientation
and altruism. On these grounds, there would be scope for extensive criti-
cism of the failure of America to achieve these universalistic norms. The
race relations issue in American society would be one prominent illustra-
tion. Parsons was keenly aware of these criticisms, but he thought that the
institutionalization of citizenship norms would eventually reduce such
forms of discrimination, without necessarily eradicating racism, and that
these changes would permit sufficient social solidarity for the American
community to avoid civil war.

As I have noted, this vision of modern society was Parsons’s translation
of Weber’s ‘Protestant Ethic thesis’ into contemporary sociological theory,
which Parsons then combined with the idea that, at this particular point in
history, American society most successfully embodied the Weberian
‘Protestant Ethic’ (Robertson, 1982). Therefore, America is at the cutting
edge of the process of modernization. This thesis first emerges in The Social
System and then is fully developed in Societies (1966) and The System of
Modern Societies (1971); it also underpinned the whole incomplete project of
The American Societal Community. These volumes argued that the historical
origins of western liberalism lay in the institutionalization of democracy in
the Greek polis and in the individualism which was an important feature
of Christian doctrine. In these studies, Parsons adopted an optimistic and
modernist view of historical change, not as an evolutionary development
towards a social paradise, but as a process which allowed human beings
some grounds for hope that (to use Weber’s pessimistic metaphor) the iron
cage was not the only possible outcome of collective endeavour.

The final defence of Parsons’s sociology would centre around his vision
of sociology itself. Throughout the post-war university boom, sociology
was regularly the target of public criticism. From the left, it was regarded
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as a bourgeois defence of capitalism, masquerading as an objective science.
From the right, it was regarded as a thinly disguised academic version of
Marxism, dressed up in the language of an objective academic discipline.
Both sides agreed the sociology had to go. Of course, this situation is not
new. Simmel’s lectures on sociology at Berlin were regarded as subversive.
At other times, sociology has been dismissed by anti-semites as a ‘Jewish
Science’. For those sociologists who, following Weber’s idea of a calling in
science, are passionately committed to their discipline, Parsons’s sociology
provides an unrestrained and unrepentant defence of sociology as a vital
science of social action, whose special area of focus is the integrative role
of common values, especially the maintenance of the pattern variables.
Although anthropology and sociology were for Parsons closely connected,
anthropology was rapidly becoming a theory of culture. Sociology and
anthropology were specifically regarded as an alternative to a utilitarian
theory of rational action, because their province lay primarily with pheno-
mena which were nonrational.

There are very good grounds for seeing the task of sociology in a wider
context. Parsons’s account of the nature of sociology is ambiguous. While
allocating sociology to the study of the integrative sub-system, Parsons
also tends to see sociology as a general theory of action, for which politi-
cal, economic and psychological phenomena are significant. In short, it is
not clear whether sociology is a special discipline concerned with the insti-
tutionalization of value-patterns or whether it is a general science of the
social. In this discussion of sociology as a science, it is important to keep in
mind that, at least in the German context, the use of the word ‘science’
(Wissenschaft) has a much wider terrain than in an Anglo-Saxon context,
where ‘science’ is reserved for positivistic, experimental, natural sciences.
Because Parsons was steeped in German scientific culture, he felt less anxi-
ous than most in employing ‘science’ in his description of those disciplines
which study action.

Whether or not one agrees with Parsons’s version of sociology, I believe
we have to respect Parsons as a committed scientist, whose own life was also
shaped by the pattern variables he sought to describe in The Social System.
Weber is reputed to have said that ‘much of what is sailing under the name
of sociology is a swindle’ (Mayer, 1944: 87). In the case of Parsons, as with
Durkheim, we are confronted by a man for whom sociology is a calling. With
Parsons’s sociology we are offered not a swindle, but the genuine article.

References

Abercrombie, N., Hill, S. and Turner, B.S. (1980) The Dominant Ideology Thesis. London: Allen & Unwin.
Adorno, T.W., Frenkel-Brunswik, E., Levinson, D. J. and Sanford, R.N. (1950) The Authoritarian Personality.

New York: Harper.
Adriaansens, H.P.M. (1989) �Talcott Parsons and beyond: recollections of an outsider�, Theory, Culture &

Society, 6(4): 613�21.

182 Classical Sociology



Alexander, J.C. (1984) Theoretical Logic in Sociology, Vol. 4: The modern reconstruction of classical thought: Talcott
Parsons. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul.

Alexander, J.C. (ed.) (1985) Neofunctionalism. Beverly Hills: Sage.
Alexander, J.C. (1987) Twenty Lectures: Sociological theory since World War II. New York: Columbia University

Press.
Alexander, J.C. (1988) �The new theoretical movement�, in N.J. Smelser (ed.), Handbook of Sociology.

Newbury Park: Sage. pp. 77�101.
Bendix, R. (1969) Max Weber, an Intellectual Portrait. London: Methuen.
Bourricaud, F. (1981) The Sociology of Talcott parsons. Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press.
Buxton, W. (1985) Talcott Parsons and the Capitalist Nation-State. Toronto: University of Toronto Press.
Camic, C. (1989) �Structure after fifty years�, American Journal of sociology, 95: 38�107.
Chazel, F. (1974) La theorie analytique de la societe dans l�oeuvre de Talcott Parsons. Paris: Mouton.
Dahrendorf, R. (1958) �Out of Utopia: towards a reorientation of sociological analysis�, American Sociological

Review, 64: 115�27.
Dawe, A. (1970) �The two sociologies�, British Journal of Sociology, 21: 207�18.
Elias, N. (1978) The Civilizing Process, Vol.1 The History of Manners. Oxford: Basil Blackwell.
Fromm, E. (1956) The Sane Society. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul.
Ganssmann, H. (1988) �Money � a symbolically generalised means of communication? On the concept of

money in recent sociology�, Economy & Society,17(3): 285�316.
Giddens, A. (1968) ��Power�� in the recent writing of Talcott Parsons�, Sociology, 2: 257�72.
Giddens, A. (1976) New Rules of Sociological Method, a Positive Critique of Interpretative Sociologies. London:

Hutchinson.
Giddens, A. (1984) The Constitution of Society, Outline of the Theory of Structuration. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Goudsblom, J. (1988) �The sociology of Nobert Elias: its resonance and significance�, Theory, Culture &

Society, 4(2�3): 323�37.
Gould, M. (1989) �Voluntarism versus utilitarianism: a critique of Camic�s history of ideas�, Theory, Culture &

Society, 6(4): 637�54.
Gouldner, A.W. (1971) The Coming Crisis of Western Sociology. London: Heinemann.
Habermas, J.(1987) The Theory of Communicative Action, volume two, The Critique of Functionalist Reason.

Cambridge: Polity Press.
Haines, V.A. (1987) �Biology and social theory: Parsons�s evolutionary theme�, Sociology, 21(1): 19�39.
Hamilton, P. (1983) Talcott Parsons. London and New York: Tavistock.
Holton, R.J. and Turner, B.S. (1986) Talcott Parsons on Economy and Society. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul.
Holton, R.J. and Turner, B.S. (1989) Max Weber on Economy and Society. London: Routledge.
Lassman, P. and Velody, I. (eds) (1989) Max Weber�s �Science as a Vocation�. London: Routledge.
Lerner, M. (1957) America as a Civilization. New York: Simon and Schuster, 2 vols.
Levine, D.N. (1980) Simmel and Parsons, Two Approaches to the Study of Society. New York: Arno Press.
Lidz, D. (1989) �The American value system: a commentary on Talcott Parsons�s perspective and under-

standing�, Theory, Culture & Society, 6(4): 559�76.
Lockwood, D. (1956) �Some remarks on The Social System�, British Journal of Sociology, 7: 134�45.
Luhmann, N. (1982) The Differentiation of Society. New York: Columbia University Press.
Macpherson, C.B. (1962) The Political Theory of Possessive Individualism. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Mayer, J.P. (1944) Max Weber and German Politics, a Study in Political Sociology. London: Faber.
Mills, C. Wright (1956) The Power Elite. New York: Oxford University Press.
Mills, C. Wright (1959) The Sociological Imagination. Harmondsworth: Penguin Books.
Munch, R. (1981) �Talcott Parsons and the theory of action 1: the structure of the Kantian core�, American

Journal of Sociology, 86: 709�40.
Munch, R. (1987) Theory of Action: Towards a synthesis going beyond Parsons. London and New York:

Routledge.

Talcott Parsons on the Social System 183



Nisbet, R. (1967) The Sociological Tradition. London: Faber.
Parsons, T. (1937) The Structure of Social Action. New York: McGraw-Hill.
Parson, T. (1942) �Democracy and the social structure in pre-Nazi Germany�, Journal of Legal and Political

Sociology, 1: 96�114.
Parsons, T. (1951) The Social System. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul.
Parsons, T. (1954) Essays in Sociological Theory. New York: Free Press.
Parsons, T. (1966) Societies Evolutionary and Comparative Perspectives. Englewood cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall.
Parsons, T. (1971) The System of Modern Societies. Englewood cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall.
Parsons, T. and Shils, E.A. (eds) (1951) Toward a General Theory of Action. Cambridge, Mass: Harvard

University Press.
Parsons, T. and Smelser, N. (1956) Economy and Society. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul.
Peel, J.D.Y. (1971) Herbert Spencer: The evolution of a sociologist. London: Heinemann.
Rex, J. (1961) Key Problems in Sociological Theory. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul.
Riesman, D. (1950) The Lonely Crowd. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.
Robertson, R. (1982) �Parsons on the evolutionary significance of American religion�, Sociological Analysis, 43:

307�26.
Robertson, R. (1988) �The sociological significance of culture: some general considerations�, Theory Culture

& Society, 5(1): 3�24.
Robertson, R. and Turner, B.S. (1989) �Talcott Parsons and modern social theory: an appreciation�, Theory

Culture & Society, 6(4): 539�58.
Savage, P. (1981) The Theories of Talcott Parsons: The social relations of action. London: Macmillan.
Sciulli, D. and Gerstein, D. (1985) �Social theory and Parsons in the 1980s�, Annual Review of Sociology, 11:

369�87.
Scott, J.F. (1963) �The changing foundations of the Parsonian action scheme�, American Sociological Review, 29:

716�35.
Simmel, G. (1978) The Philosophy of Money. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul.
Sorokin, P.A. (1966) Sociological Theories of Today. New York: Harper.
Tönnies, F. (1912) Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft. Berlin: Karl Curtius.
Turner, B.S. (1981) For Weber, Essays in the Sociology of Fate. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul.
Turner, B.S. (1987) Medical Power and Social Knowledge. London: Sage.

184 Classical Sociology



PART II

THE EARLY SOCIOLOGY
OF INSTITUTIONS





CHAPTER 10

THE SOCIOLOGY AND
ANTHROPOLOGY OF RELIGION

The study of religious phenomena, including magic and mythical systems,
was an important general feature of the origins of contemporary social
science. Indeed, speculation about religion represented a continuous theme
in sociology and anthropology, running through the nineteenth century
and into the classical period of the sociology of religion with writers like
Emile Durkheim, Max Weber, Herbert Spencer and Georg Simmel. With
the nineteenth-century growth of European colonialism, there developed a
consistent preoccupation with so-called primitive tribes, ‘lower races’,
primitive cultures and finally with primitive mentality. Increasing evi-
dence drawn from reports by colonial administrators, missionaries and
amateur anthropologists fired speculation about the contrasting nature of
advanced civilizations and primitive communities, where magical beliefs
were seen to be exotic illustrations of the underlying primitive mentality of
these colonized societies. Religion was seen to be analogous to the rela-
tionship between childhood and adulthood in so far as primitive religions
provided an insight into the historic origins of human communities as
such. In addition, the strange customs of primitive peoples in far flung
colonies provided, as it were, a living experience of Otherness for European
observers. These nineteenth-century comparative inquiries laid much of
the foundation for modern orientalism and lingering racist attitudes
towards primitiveness. These studies were based on a powerful orientalist
assumption about the uniqueness and superiority of the West in the evolu-
tionary scale of human societies. However, out of this encounter with
primitive cultures, a more mature and sophisticated sociology of belief
systems began to emerge. 

While this interest in primitive religion was overtly embedded within
an emergent social science of comparative civilizations, the implicit theme
in these studies of primitive religion was in fact the growing ambiguity
and uncertainty of the role of Christian belief and practice within a social
environment which was itself increasingly secular and where intellectual
debate was dominated by the assumptions of natural science, rather than
of theology and philosophy. While early contributions to sociology and
anthropology probed the beliefs and practices of primitive cultures, they
were equally, but more covertly, an investigation and interrogation of the
role and nature of Christianity within a social environment where moral
and social authority was passing from ministers of religion to natural
scientists. Anthropology and sociology raised relativistic problems about



the truth value of primitive religion and as a consequence they inevitably
raised relativistic questions about the rationality and validity of Christian
mythology and Christian practice. These tensions between science and reli-
gion in the West were beautifully illustrated in Mrs Humphry Ward’s
famous novel Robert Elsmere (1888) in which the religious beliefs of Elsmere
were gradually compromised and then undermined by his exposure to
the relativistic thrust of anthropology, leading eventually to his transition
from Unitarian belief to a humanistic, sceptical adherence to the philo-
sophy of T.H. Green.

We have to see the rise of the anthropology and sociology of religion
against the background of the dominant mode of natural science thought
in the second half of the nineteenth century, namely a mode of scientific
theorizing shaped by the dominance of an evolutionary paradigm. Social
Darwinism, with its emphasis on conflict and struggle as the motors of
evolutionary adaptation, provided a general social theory of historical
development and social differentiation. Karl Marx integrated political
economy and social Darwinism to generate a powerful theory of history
and social formations, in which the stages of the mode of production were
linked together into an evolutionary chain from primitive communism,
through feudalism, to capitalism and socialism. While Marx’s view of
history was a product of this combination of social Darwinism and moral
economy, his analysis of religion was based upon a critique of Hegel’s ide-
alism and Ludwig Feuerbach’s sensualism, adopting many of the leading
components of German biblical criticism and secular theology of his gen-
eration. In Marx’s view, religious beliefs were seen to be closely related to
the particular economic conditions of given modes of production. Thus,
Roman Catholicism was well suited to the political and economic struc-
tures of feudalism, whereas the individualistic beliefs of Protestant
Christianity were seen to be highly consistent with the economic individ-
ualism of competitive capitalist economies. Marx, adopting an evolution-
ary view of religious beliefs, assumed along with Friedrich Engels that
religion would evaporate in the face of the hot blast of scientific reason and
materialism. Marx’s secular critique of traditional Christian belief was
widely shared by Victorian intellectuals. The contemporary philosopher
Alasdair MacIntyre has cogently argued in his essay on ‘The fate of theism’
(MacIntyre and Ricoeur, 1969) that it was in the final decades of the
nineteenth century that atheism ceased to be a viable option for intellectu-
als because theism itself could no longer be taken seriously.

Nineteenth-century theories of economic industrialization were also
theories of secularization, because social scientists assumed that, with the
growth of industrial capitalism, the transition from rural to urban society
had destroyed the social and moral control of the Church. The social
and historical development of Europe was divided chronologically
into separate ages of faith and ages of secularity. For writers like Claude
Saint-Simon, the ‘feudal–theological system’ was gradually being replaced
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by a new social order based upon the industrial classes and positivistic
science. In the industrial–scientific system, the government of human
beings would be transformed into the administration of things. He pre-
dicted the rise of a new religion based on humanism and science. For
Auguste Comte in his positivistic philosophy, medieval society, which was
characterized by the dominance of the Catholic Church and by militarism,
was being rapidly replaced by a new social system in which scientists and
industrialists would have dominant social roles. In the sociological writ-
ings of Herbert Spencer, the separation of military from industrial society
had become a commonplace idea among dissenting liberals. The collapse
of the old military–theological system created a general crisis in social organ-
ization and individual consciousness, at least a crisis for conservatism. 

While the sociology and anthropology of religion were sharply divided
into various contrasting and conflicting theories, there existed a core of
general notions about the nature of religion and science which provided the
underlying theme for the analysis of religion in the late nineteenth century.
The first assumption was that rationality was an emerging principle of
industrial society and that rationality was defined operationally by the
methods of experimental science. Truth was ultimately produced by the evi-
dence made available to the human senses by the intervention of experi-
mental science which was an embodiment of human reason. Scientific
reason became the unambiguous benchmark for the evolution of civiliza-
tion, a benchmark which neatly constructed primitiveness as Otherness. As
a result, the belief systems of primitive people were regarded as unscientific
and therefore as irrational. Primitive belief systems were the effect of a prim-
itive mentality which perceived reality in ways entirely different from those
which orchestrated reasoning in the natural sciences. This view was
defended at some length by Lucien Lévy-Bruhl in his Primitive Mentality
(1923). The second assumption was that human history was characterized
by an evolutionary scheme in which human societies passed through a
series of definite and necessary stages from simple to more complex societies.
Within this evolutionary scheme, humanity passed from primitive magic
and fetishism through religion to contemporary science. Third, along with
the assumptions of the dominant system, individualism was taken to be the
primary moral and political characteristic of an advanced civilization. In
thinking about primitive religion, social philosophers imagined primitive
individuals in isolation attempting to make sense of their natural environ-
ment through a system of magical beliefs. The emphasis was thus upon the
cognitive apprehension of reality by isolated individuals who were quaintly
perceived as ancient philosophers. 

With the later development of anthropology and sociology in the
twentieth century, these assumptions were eventually jettisoned through
internal criticism, as a consequence of improvements in the methodology of
field research and through the accumulation of more reliable comparative
ethnographic data. We can see in the development of anthropology and
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sociology of religion a growing awareness and appreciation of the
non-rational, that is an appreciation of the role of symbol and metaphor
in human thinking outside the framework and criteria of experimental
natural science. Social scientists also turned increasingly to questions
about the function and consequences of religion, rather than focusing on
the truth or falsity of their belief systems. Finally, the social sciences have
taken an increasingly critical view of individualism as a universal criterion
of civilizational progress. The social philosophers who provided the frame-
work within which a contemporary view of religion began to develop came
to reject many of the evolutionary assumptions of nineteenth-century theo-
logical approaches to religion. 

Within a traditional and philosophical approach, religion was thought
to evolve through a series of stages from fetishism, through polytheism, to
monotheism and eventually to a Protestant view of theology as a rational
and reasonable framework within which to understand humanity and
nature. Evolutionary views of religion had been upheld by David Hume in
The Natural History of Religion in 1757. The notion that religion had its
origins in fetishism was developed by Ch R. de Brosses, a contemporary
and correspondent of Voltaire, in Le Culte des dieux Fétiches ou parallèle de
l’ancienne religion de l’Egypte avec la religion actuelle de la Nigritie in 1760.
De Brosses took the notion of fetishism from the Portuguese word for talis-
man and he argued that religion was the survival of earlier forms of
fetishism involving the worship of stones and other physical objects.
German scholars of the method called Kulturkreislehre attempted to estab-
lish as evolutionary scale which was based on the assumption that hunter–
gatherer communities represent the lowest form of human existence. These
societies developed along three lines: matrilineal and agricultural, patri-
lineal and totemic, and patriarchal and nomadic.

While the notion of fetishism was deployed by Marx as a criticism of
obsessive attachment to consumerism as an ideology of social relations
under capitalism, nineteenth-century theorists like Max Müller and
Herbert Spencer came to reject fetishism as a general explanation of reli-
gion and Müller in particular treated fetishism as a corruption of earlier
forms of religion. Totemism was also much debated by the nineteenth-
century writers as an illustration of primitive religious practices. Early
writers on the sociology of religion were much exercised therefore by ques-
tions of polytheism and monotheism. Wilhelm Schmidt’s theories of the
origin of the idea of God attempted to establish a notion of primitive
monotheism, but generally speaking, early theories of religion adhered to
an evolutionary scheme in which polytheism gave way eventually to
monotheism. A monotheistic belief system was also thought to be more
compatible with natural science, because God was not necessarily a per-
sonal deity but simply the First Cause.

On the basis of these assumptions about reason, evolutionary growth
and individualism, we can develop a useful scheme in order to understand
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early approaches to the social scientific analysis of religious belief and
practice. A variety of models are in fact available for this categorization.
R.R. Marett saw the study of religion as essentially a comparative empiri-
cal science in his The Threshold of Religion (1909). Having made a distinction
between individualistic and sociological approaches, he came to define
comparative religion as ‘a branch of empirical sciences which aims at
describing in formulae of the highest generality attained, the historical ten-
dencies of the human mind considered in its religious aspect’ (Marett,
1909: 168). The assumption behind comparative religion was that it
involved some departure from primarily philosophical and theological
approaches. The emergence of comparative religion required a greater
devotion to an appropriate methodology, an argument emphasized by
Alexander Le Roy (1923) in his The Religion of the Primitives. In contem-
porary anthropology and sociology, more complex categorization has
emerged. For example, E.E. Evans-Pritchard (1965) in his Theories of
Primitive Religion distinguished early psychological approaches starting
with R. de Brosses and theories which examined the importance of the idea
of the soul in the work of E.B. Tyler, Max Müller and J.G. Frazer and the
sociological theories of Emile Durkheim, Robert Hertz, Henri Hubert and
Marcel Mauss. These approaches were contrasted with the work of Lucien
Lévy-Bruhl who through his La mentalité primitive which was first pub-
lished in 1922, attempted to provide an account of prelogical thought. He
rejected individualistic psychology in favour of a social understanding of
primitive representations. The most useful categorization of theories of
religion was however developed by William J. Goode (1951) in his Religion
Among the Primitives. Goode distinguished between animistic–manist
theories which were particularly influential among the English anthro-
pologists, naturalistic theories which were embraced by writers like Max
Müller, psychoanalytic theories which were embraced by writers like
Sigmund Freud in his Totem and Taboo, The Future of an Illusion and Moses
and Monotheism. Goode also identified theological and cultural historical
approaches and finally notes the emergence of sociological interpretations
of religion through the work of William Robertson Smith, Emile Durkheim
and his followers, such as Henri Hubert and Marcel Mauss.

In this chapter on the origins of anthropological and sociological
theories of religion, I shall closely follow the classificatory scheme of
Goode. However, we should note that the rationalistic, individualistic and
cognitive assumptions of nineteenth-century social philosophy found their
most profound critique in the work of Talcott Parsons, particularly in his
The Structure of Social Action (1937), in his introduction to Max Weber’s The
Sociology of Religion (1966) and finally in his general theory of society in
The Social System (1951). Parsons attempted to demonstrate that on the
basis of a rationalist theory of economic action, it was impossible for social
scientists to explain the nature of social order without some recourse to
a notion that general values provide the foundation for society. Parsons
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criticized the rationalist theory of social action because it could not provide
us with a theory of social solidarity. Indeed, force and fraud are perfectly
consistent with rational choice theory. Hence Parsons looked towards reli-
gion as an illustration of the origins of social solidarity in common rituals
and common values. Parsons analysed Durkheim’s The Elementary Forms of
the Religious Life as a paradigm for the development of a sociology of soli-
darity and he showed that the Durkheimian School had laid the founda-
tions for modern sociology by understanding the ritualistic nature of social
order, particularly in common collective rituals.

The attempt to distinguish between magic and religion had been one of
the consistent themes of nineteenth-century theories of religion. Magic was
often seen to be an early or primitive version of religious belief or practice.
Magic came to be seen as primarily an individualistic response to the
dilemmas and dangers of social arrangements and natural catastrophes. It
is interesting, for example, that Durkheim argued that ‘there is no Church
of magic ... the magician has a clientele and not a Church’ (Durkheim,
1961: 60). This notion of the social dimension of religion in opposition to
magic was, as we will see, an important step in the development of a gen-
uinely sociological view of religious belief and practice.

Turning then to nineteenth-century theories of religion, animism –
which was widely adopted among English social philosophers including
Tylor, Frazer and Spencer – exhibited all the essential hallmarks of ratio-
nalistic and individualistic approaches to religion. It was based upon the
assumption that religion provided ‘the ancient philosopher’ with a general
but false explanation of natural and human phenomena. The concept of the
soul was treated by Tylor as a basic premise of religion understood as a
type of philosophy. Thus, Tylor argued that ‘the ancient savage philoso-
phers probably made their first step by the obvious inference that every
man has two things belonging to him, namely, a life and a phantom’ (Tylor,
1891: volume 1, 429). By regarding religion as a philosophy, Tylor sought
to explain the primitive understanding of the world in terms of a belief in
the soul. For example, the soul provided the ancient philosopher with a
useful way of distinguishing between being awake and being asleep. On
the basis of this approach, Tylor came to give religion one of its most sim-
ple but influential definitions, namely religion is the belief in spiritual
beings. If religion was a cognitive philosophy based upon the belief in the
soul, magic was defined by Tylor as ‘a sincere but fallacious system of
philosophy’ (1891: 135). Another version of this approach was adopted by
Spencer in his Principles of Sociology (1880–96) where he emphasized the
importance of the concept of mana. This concept was adopted by western
observers from Melanesian theories of religious power and generalized
to provide an understanding of primitive religion as such. Mana is the
distinctive characteristic of sacred beings. It is defined by R.H. Codrington
in his The Melanesians (Codrington, 1891: 118–119), where he defined mana
in these terms ‘as a force altogether distinct from physical power which
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acts in all kinds of ways for good and evil and which is of the greatest
advantage to possess and control’. Codrington showed that the peoples of
the Pacific have a belief in a sacred power which is not individualized and
is not associated with spiritual beings. Mana is capable of residing in almost
any object or place. Western philosophers use the concepts of animism and
manism to provide an account of the false philosophy of primitive religion
as an account of the mysteries of nature and of human existence.

An alternative approach was adopted by Müller and Schmidt which has
been defined by Goode and others as naturism. In this tradition religion is
seen to be a human response to the majesty and awful character of nature.
Overwhelmed by the beauty and majesty of the natural environment,
human beings sought an explanation for this wonder in terms of spiritual
beings. Müller’s theory therefore posits feelings and strong emotions in the
face of natural phenomena which inspired a sense of terror or wonder in
human beings. Müller combined this notion with a theory of language. He
argued that belief in spirits and supernatural beings was the result of a lin-
guistic mistake, that is, the confusion between the metaphorical use of
terms and their denotative use. Primitive people came to personify nature
through the misuse of language in relation to the beauty of nature. In par-
ticular, myth was, according to Müller, treated as a disease of thought.

Although these nineteenth-century theories of religion were influential,
they came under extensive intellectual criticism. This criticism laid the
foundation of modern approaches to religion in anthropology and socio-
logy. Animism–manism and naturism, as I have indicated, shared a com-
mon set of assumptions – the centrality of the individual, positivism,
natural science as an exclusive paradigm of rationality, evolutionism and
orientalism. Sociological theories emerged out of a critical dialogue with
these approaches. Durkheim, in The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life,
provided the principal ingredients of the basic sociological approach. He
criticized Tylor’s ‘minimum definition’ and his idea that religion as a
general philosophy was false. For Durkheim, ‘there are no religions which
are false. All are true in their own fashion, all answer, though in different
ways, to the given conditions of human existence’ (Durkheim, 1961: 15).
Sociology attempted to discover ‘the ever-present causes upon which the
most essential forms of religious thought and practice depend’ (1961: 20).
Durkheim also attacked the individualistic definitions of religion in ani-
mism by arguing that belief in spiritual beings was not universal to
religions. For example, Theravada Buddhism is non-theistic. Durkheim
proposed to define religion as a ‘unified system of beliefs and practices rel-
ative to sacred things, that is to say things set apart and forbidden – beliefs
and practices which unite into one single moral community called a Church,
all those who adhere to them’ (1961: 62). Tylor and Frazer, by concentrat-
ing on the individual’s rational apprehension of the world, failed to draw
attention to the emotional character of religious practices and the obligatory
nature of involvement in religious institutions. Belief in the sacred character
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of the totem was not a voluntary or private option. Durkheim also dismissed
Müller’s naturism as merely the vision of nature of modern city-dwellers;
for traditional societies, nature was more likely to be seen as regular and
monotonous. Totemic objects are often far from awe-inspiring and indeed
Müller’s view of nature approaches anthropomorphism.

If Durkheim laid the foundation for modern approaches to the sacred
in the work of Robert Hertz, Henri Hubert, Marcel Mauss and Roger
Callois, this sociological breakthrough was only possible on the founda-
tions built by the methodological critique of Andrew Lang, by the theoret-
ical insights of Fustel de Coulanges and W. Robertson Smith, by the
ethnographic discoveries of anthropologists, missionaries and others,
and by the comparative approach to primitive religion of Robert Lowie.
The edifice of Durkheimian sociology of totemic religion was based on the
ethnographic reports of Baldwin Spencer and F.J. Gillen (1904) on
Australian Aboriginal belief and practice.

We can understand the evolution of the sociology and anthropology of
religion, therefore, in terms of a growing critical awareness of the metho-
dological limitations and weaknesses of traditional approaches in specula-
tive comparative religion and philosophical approaches to mythology. For
example, Andrew Lang showed that the philological approach to mythol-
ogy by Müller and Schmidt was unreliable, being merely a form of arm-
chair anthropology. Lang criticized the notion that myths could be easily
compared through merely textual methods and recommended the use of
comparative folklore. Although these criticisms were valid, as Evans-
Pritchard (1965: 5) complained, the early study of religion ‘has been the
happy hunting ground of men of letters and has been speculative and
philosophical in a rather old-fashioned way’. Major studies such as
Frazer’s The Golden Bough (1935) were constructed haphazardly on the
basis of selective evidence taken from around the world. The result was a
caricature of the mentality of ‘primitive man’.

Against this speculative and selective background, two sociological
contributions proved to be transformative. There was first the social–
historical approach to classical society and religion by Numa Denis Fustel
de Coulanges in 1864 in The Ancient City (1956) and the second break-
through took place in William Robertson Smith’s writing on sacrifice.
Fustel de Coulanges traced the history of religions, especially in terms of
the conception of god, in ancient society from the religion of the hearth-
gods to the emergence of a unified notion of a supreme deity. His thesis
was that beliefs about the gods were mythical reflections of the underlying
political structure of Roman society. As society became more unified and
integrated, a universalistic notion of monotheism evolved, resulting in the
Christian conception of a high god. The polarity between polytheism and
monotheism reflected not a psychological disposition among believers, but
a structural transformation of society itself. The nature and role of myth
were functions of the structure of society. This notion in some ways was
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compatible with the approach of W. Robertson Smith, whose perspective
on religious practices combined German biblical criticism with evolu-
tionary anthropology. Smith’s articles in the Encyclopaedia Britannica in
1875 caused anxiety in the Scottish kirk and he was eventually dismissed
from the chair of Hebrew at the University of Aberdeen for his alleged
indifference to biblical authority and to the uniqueness of the gospel.

In Smith’s approach, the meaning of religious beliefs and symbols was
dependent on their social and cultural location; the ‘truth’ of religious
claims was local and variable. In primitive societies, where there was no
development of a professional theological stratum of priests and hence no
systematic theology, practice embodied belief in rituals and rites. Smith
was particularly interested in the rituals of sacrifice. One of the most fun-
damental religious acts involves an exchange of goods between human
beings and their gods, and these exchanges often take the form of a ritual
meal where food (which may include human sacrifice) is offered to the
gods. In the totemic meal, the collective consumption of the sacred totem
forged a bond between the individual and the sacred. These totemic meals
illustrate the obligatory nature of religious rituals which serve to bind the
group together. The word ‘religio’ itself also means to bind together and
thus religion can be defined as a set of practices with respect to sacred
powers, where the enactment of these rituals creates and recreates the
group. Mythology can thus be read as the collective history of the group,
especially in its dealings with the sacred.

Smith’s analysis in his Lectures on the Religion of the Semites (1889) gave
rise to the possibility, of course, that the central liturgical practice of
Christianity, namely the Eucharistic meal, was itself the legacy of ancient
cannibalistic and totemic festivals wherein ‘primitives’ ate their own god.
Indeed in the Eucharistic injunction ‘Take, eat. This is my Body which is
given for you’, it is difficult not to avoid the conclusion that the ritualistic
core of the Christian cult is a totemic meal. Smith attempted to avoid this
relativistic threat to Christian orthodoxy by arguing that Christianity was
a spiritual religion in which the totemic meal had a symbolic function by
indicating the altruistic nature of divine love. The Christian celebration
was not based on a false equation between hygiene and holiness, because
Holy Communion celebrated a spiritual, not a physical, bond between God
and His flock. Smith’s critics within the Church were not entirely con-
vinced that he had safeguarded the integrity and uniqueness of the gospel
from an inevitable comparison with primitive totemic systems.

Regardless of the theological squabble within the Church, Smith’s treat-
ment of religion laid the foundation for Durkheim’s analysis of totemism
which embraced the theoretical lessons of Fustel de Coulanges and Smith
with the ethnological studies of Australian Aboriginal communities to
produce a masterpiece of twentieth-century sociology in The Elementary
Forms of the Religious Life, the subtitle of which was The Totemic System in
Australia, in 1912. His study had three distinctive aims. The first was to
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study the simplest religious system, namely Australian totemism, in order
to understand the elementary forms of religious life. The second was to
study the elementary forms of thought such as the distinction between
sacred and profane, and third to establish generalizations about social rela-
tions in all human societies. In this study, Durkheim demolished the indi-
vidualistic, cognitive and evolutionary arguments of Frazer, Tylor, Müller
and Spencer. He sought a universalistic definition of religion which recog-
nized that the sacred/profane distinction was a fundamental form of all
religious systems. His classical definition was, following Smith, that ‘reli-
gion is a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things,
that is to say, things set apart and forbidden – beliefs and practices which
unite into one single moral community called a Church, all those who
adhere to them’ (Durkheim, 1961: 62).

While this definition laid the foundation for contemporary sociology, it
still reflected some of the assumptions and limitations of traditional com-
parative religion. Durkheim argued that religion survived because it satis-
fied fundamental functions of social life, namely the need for social
solidarity. The collective effervescence of ritual life reintegrated individ-
uals into the group. Thus religion was a form of social glue (Turner, 1991:
38–62). In the ritual act, therefore, the worshippers gave homage, not to
God, but to the social group. Durkheim’s theory held to the traditional
assumption, at least implicitly, that the belief statements of religious
systems are false, because they refer, not to a divine person, but to society
itself. His sociology was evolutionary in the sense that socialism was to
replace traditional religious systems as the social glue of advanced, indus-
trial society. His approach has also been criticized on the grounds that it is
often difficult to generalize from simple totemic systems to more complex
modern beliefs, but even this contrast suggests an evolutionary scale in
which Australian Aboriginal totemism is held to be more simple than, for
example, the collective rituals and beliefs which surround contemporary
sport. In modern societies, the enthusiasm and collective emotions which
arise through loyalty to football clubs are often compared to religious
devotions. One final problem with Durkheim’s functionalist account of the
social consequences of religious practice is that it neglected the historical
dimensions of religious institutions, especially the organizational struc-
tures and roles of ecclesiastical organizations. These aspects of religion
were developed more in the German tradition of sociology by Ernst
Troeltsch and Max Weber. Whereas British and French anthropologists had
concentrated on the general nature of religious and magical symbols and
customs, German sociology arose around a specific concern with the his-
torical role of Christianity in western society, and with the organizational
forms of Christian institutions. In his famous The Protestant Ethic and the
Spirit of Capitalism (1930), which Weber published in German as two essays
in 1904, he analysed the relationship between Protestant beliefs and the
individualistic and secular culture of emerging capitalism. In The Social
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Teaching of the Christian Churches (1931), Troeltsch developed a contrast
between sect and church as a model of organizational development and
change in Christianity, a model which used Weber’s analysis of charismatic
breakthrough (Weber, 1966). Weber’s study of prophetic religions illus-
trated the perpetual struggle between traditional modes of authority and
charismatic revolutions; in institutional terms, this contrast can be seen in
terms of a distinction between the authority of priests and the radical
claims of prophets. In this framework, the traditional Christian Church
represented an institutionalization of charisma. 

In conclusion, the intellectual environment of contemporary sociology
and anthropology has obviously changed considerably from the late
nineteenth century which provided the context for these early studies of
‘primitive religions’. In general, there is much less confidence in the author-
ity of science as a unitary, universal and rational perspective on society.
Anthropological research itself has made us more sensitive to the relativity
of human culture. Sensitivity to the meaningful nuances of other cultures is
combined with a recognition that the methodology of traditional field work
does not produce empirical facts from which obvious conclusions can be
drawn. The evolutionary perspective of social Darwinism is no longer a
secure basis for pronouncing on the development of human societies from
primitive to advanced systems. We are more sensitive to the moral prob-
lems of racist paradigms which boldly talked about ‘primitive mentalities’
than the armchair anthropologists of Victorian Britain. In addition, con-
temporary sociologists are much less confident in our ability to announce
that modern industrial societies are inevitably exposed to cultural
processes of secularization. Nietzsche’s declaration that ‘God is dead’ was
an important call for a new philosophy in the last century, but contempo-
rary sociologists are more impressed by the vitality of Islam under mod-
ernization and by the revival of religions in post-communist societies.
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CHAPTER 11

THE SOCIOLOGY OF THE CITY

Introduction: Cities and Civilization

In the history of the human species, cities are a relatively recent development.
The earliest cities appeared simultaneously between 3000 and 4000 BC in the
Nile Valley and in Mesopotamia. Around 2000 BC cities also developed in
Crete, in the Yellow River in China, Greece and the Indus Valley. Cities
arose independently in the New World in Central Mexico around 300 BC.
The Mayan and Aztec cities arose in the first millennium AD, but large cities
are a product of the industrial revolution and the demographic trans-
formation of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The two principal
conditions for the emergence of the city are an agricultural surplus
and an administrative system which exists over and above the family and
kinship. Generally, an agricultural surplus required new technologies and
urban administration required writing systems (Gist and Fava, 1974: 1–25;
Gledhill, Bender and Larsen, 1988). In AD 900 cities like Beijing, Agra and
Constantinople had populations of half a million. We should not, however,
imagine that the history of cities and urbanization is simply one of con-
tinuous, uninterrupted evolution. Before the modern period, there were
significant periods of urban decay and renewal. The crisis of the Roman
empire in the third century and the barbarian invasions of the fifth century
were important in shaping medieval society which, unlike classical Rome,
was based on a peasant economy and a warrior caste. Feudalism resulted
in a reduction of inter-city trade and a decline of the urban economy
(Le Goff, 1988).

Urbanization as a historical process was both uneven and complex. For
example, although London, with a population of half a million by the end
of the seventeenth century, was the largest city in Europe, England was not
an urban society before the industrial revolution. Unlike France with its
large provincial cities such as Rouen, Orleans, Amiens and Rheims,
England had few significant regional centres, apart from Bristol, Norwich
and York with populations around thirty thousand. Furthermore, England
had no city-states and could not match the political and administrative
development of Florence or Venice. In 1801 more than three-quarters of the
British population lived in the country, but the industrial revolution and,
somewhat later, the growth of railways provided the economic back-drop
to a number of important Georgian experiments in both town planning
and housing development such as New Town in Edinburgh, the Bath
Circus, the Cheltenham Promenade and the Crescent at Buxton (Downes,
1979). Yet London remained ‘a disorderly sprawl, as much of a haphazard
muddle as any English rural village’ (Laslett, 1965: 58–9).



Although the history of the city in the West is not a single, unified
narrative of urban evolution, the idea of the city has had a common char-
acter and location in the European imagination. We can argue that cities,
like nations, are ‘imagined political communities’ (Anderson, 1983: 15) in
that, regardless of demographic size, spatial characteristics and socio-
economic functions, the urban community is a product of shared experi-
ences, cultural practices, urban rituals and political processes. Members of
a city the size of Bangkok do not know each other intimately or interact
with each other regularly, and yet the idea of Bangkok is central to their
understanding of ‘community’. The city is an important component of the
ideology of the West.

The city has been a fundamental social institution in the history of
western civilization; this intimate interaction between the city and western
culture is probably fundamentally illustrated by the etymology of such
terms as civilization, civility and citizenship. The cultivated and educated
citizen (cité-zein) is the inhabitant of a city and for historical sociologists
like Norbet Elias (1978) the civilizing process whereby the manners of indi-
viduals are cultivated and developed into a socially acceptable etiquette of
everyday behaviour, requires the cosmopolitan context of an urban envi-
ronment, namely a city-state. Elias argued in The Civilizing Process that the
historical evolution of civilization moves from the violent lives of men on
horseback to the refined manners of the court and later to the puritanical
code of the bourgeois household, but this social transformation ultimately
required the larger context of a city environment. In common-sense terms,
the primary values of western society have been associated with the moral
order produced by the city, namely the values of urbanity and the urbane
personality. By contrast, the countryside was connected with the negative
notion of the pagan (paganus) whose life, because it existed outside the city,
was characterized by illiteracy and vulgarity. Life beyond the city walls
was characterized by violence, pillage and uncertainty. Karl Marx, one
of the most trenchant critics of nineteenth-century capitalism, condemned
the countryside and its values as mere ‘rural idiocy’ in his writings on the
political conservatism of the French peasantry. Marx looked towards the
urban bourgeoisie as the primary vehicle for the destructive creativity of
modernity and to the urban environment as the breeding ground of
nihilism. Marx’s writings on rural France and the industrial revolution in
England have provided inspiration for contemporary interpretations of the
radical nature of urban life and its impact on the modern mentality.
Marshall Berman’s All that is Solid Melts into Air (1982) is a potent example. 

The city ramparts were also the ramparts of a civilized and Christian
existence. Augustinian theology employed self-consciously the metaphor
of the city as a description of the great struggle between pagan and
Christian virtues in his narrative of De civitate Dei. The fall of the Eternal
City to barbarian invaders in 410 was the background to the Augustinian
theory of virtue. Augustine’s stoic acceptance of the importance of human
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misfortune (including deprivation, war, treachery and loss of friends) as a
critique of pagan notions of possible happiness can be seen as a philo-
sophical reflection on the decay of the public arena of Roman culture.
Classical Greek and Roman norms of civility and rationality were associ-
ated with the public space of the city-state. Within this classical tradition,
the private was always associated with moral (de)privation; privacy was
not a desirable condition, because it was associated with the world of slav-
ery and female domestic labour.

From medieval times, there was forged, against a background of
barbarian invasion and urban decay, an intimate but necessary relationship
between the growth of university scholarship and city culture. The
medieval university was based, at least in principle, on the idea that the
university as an institution should be open to all classes. The Renaissance
universities also embraced the cosmopolitan dimensions of cultural uni-
versalism and the reform of German universities in the nineteenth century
was based on an assumption that science (Wissenschaft) required an envi-
ronment which supported the public spirit (Civismus). In short, universities
need ‘civic humanism’ (Bender, 1988).

Within the sociological literature on the city, nineteenth-century writers
like Numa Denis Fustel de Coulanges (1956) associated the growth of a
universalistic doctrine of brotherhood and co-operation with the spread of
urban Christianity in the ancient world. His famous study of La cité antique
in 1864 traced the historical evolution of classical society from a frag-
mented set of communities to an integrated civilization organized around
the universalistic message of Christianity. Religious rituals were seen to be
fundamental in shaping the history of the city from the ancestor cults of
Greece and Rome to the universalistic eucharist of Christianity. Fustel de
Coulanges is regarded by many as the first modern historian of the city-
state and of the revolutions which produced modern society. He had a sig-
nificant impact on Emile Durkheim’s general sociology and on the early
sociology of religion (Turner, 1991).

In the development of social theory, the theory of the city has occupied
a fundamental position in the sociological imagination and in the histori-
cal narrative of western culture and its civilized institutions. The city has
become part of the fundamental discourse about the Occident, embodying
a system of dichotomous contrasts and evaluations between the Otherness
of the Oriental world and the rational culture of the autonomous western
city. The city was seen as an integral and essential component of western
history, values and institutions. This fundamental distinction was associ-
ated with the early sociology of the city, which was developed by Max
Weber in his elaboration of the peculiarities of the West and his systematic
contrast between the autonomous associations and democratic institutions
of western cities with the predatory, patrimonial Islamic cities of the Far
East. For Weber, the city was the cradle of western capitalism with its
autonomous guilds and its independent associations, whereas the Islamic
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city was merely a military fortress, the location of the patrimonial power of
pillaging caliphs. According to Weber (1958: 80) ‘Neither the “city” in the
economic sense, nor the garrison, the inhabitants of which are accoutred
with special political-administrative structures, necessarily constitute a
“community”. An urban “community”, in the full meaning of the word,
appears as a general phenomenon only in the Occident.’

Fernand Braudel (1974: 400) appears to follow Weber in claiming that
‘Capitalism and towns were basically the same thing in the West’. Braudel
identified three ideal types in the historical development of cities: towns
which were undifferentiated from their rural hinterland, towns which
were closed inwardly by ramparts and fortifications and finally towns
which were part of the sovereignty exercised by princes and states. In
Europe, the city dominates the countryside, economically and politically,
and within the city, life is organized by the craft and merchant guilds.
These guilds are the historical seed of ‘associational democracy’ as cele-
brated by early theorists of pluralism and democracy like Alexis de
Tocqueville. Here again the Islamic city is seen to be different – ‘Towns
similar to those in medieval Europe – masters of their fate for a brief
moment – only arose in Islam when the empires collapsed. They marked
some fine moments for Islamic civilization. But they only lasted for a time
(to the advantage of the marginal towns)’ (Braudel, 1974: 409). Within the
conventional framework of western Orientalism, the Islamic city has been
defined somewhat generally as the product of a patrimonial polity and is
the seed, not of citizenship, but of dictatorship (Turner, 1974: 9–106).

In order to understand the significance of the city in western sociologi-
cal theory, we have to understand the importance of the city for debates
about individual freedom and democracy, and we have to grasp the ideo-
logical importance of the city as a strategic concept in Orientalism which
specified a radical difference between the oriental despotic city as a mili-
tary camp and the democratic institutions of the western city (Said, 1978;
Turner, 1974; 1978). The political uncertainty of the Islamic patrimonial
cities undermined the sociological conditions which were necessary for
free trade, for independent banking institutions and the evolution of a
mercantile culture. This contrast was fundamental to the prevalent notion
that ‘the city air makes a man free’ (Stadtluft macht frei), namely that within
an urban western environment the possibilities of independent freedom
and democracy were maximized.

Romanticism and the Village

The city as an intellectual and ideological notion was an important part of
the long-standing debate between the ‘ancients and moderns’ (Schorske,
1963). While many scholars applauded the virtues of the ancient city,
radical critics like Voltaire spoke approvingly of London as a centre of
art, commerce and freedom. It was a significant aspect of social mobility in
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an industrial civilization as opposed to the hierarchical structures of
feudalism. Adam Smith in The Wealth of Nations in 1776 agreed with
Voltaire perceiving the city as the principal connection between the raw
commodities of the countryside and the division of labour in urban indus-
try. However, the growing prosperity of the city, in producing an unstable
and unpredictable social environment, also created a psychologically
volatile climate, which he contrasted romantically with the tranquillity of
country pursuits. In the middle of the eighteenth century, the Scottish
physician George Cheyne, who provided medical advice to David Hume
and Alexander Pope, claimed in his Essay on Health and Long Life in 1724
that the coffee-house diet and life-style enjoyed by the London elite was
resulting in chronic melancholy and obesity. William Blake encountered
‘Marks of weakness, marks of woe’ in his poem on London and Oliver
Goldsmith championed rural virtues, deploring the slow but inevitable
destruction of the peasantry and the rural community. The Lake District
poets perfected a literary tradition which treated rural tranquillity as a nec-
essary condition for stability of the mind and poverty and deprivation
became a central topic of the realism of the nineteenth-century novel
(Lukács, 1971). The realist novel saw the city through the eyes of writers
like Charles Dickens, as a place of petty corruption, working-class crime
and competitive individualism. In twentieth-century literature, this cri-
tique of the city as the context of secular modernity was continued in the
work of T.S. Eliot in ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’ and in ‘The Waste
Land’ where Eliot reflects bleakly on the ‘Unreal City,/Under the brown
fog of a winter dawn,/A crowd flowed over London Bridge, so many,/I
had not thought death had undone so many.’ Eliot’s The Waste Land,
drafted in the autumn of 1921, was inspired by the post-war ruin of Europe
and by Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, which opens with a scene of the
red sails of barges drifting in the Thames Estuary. From the point of view
of philosophy, this condemnation of the modern city and its underlying
technology reached its apex in the philosophical critique of metaphysics in
Martin Heidegger’s ‘The question concerning technology’ of 1955 in which
he laments, among other things, the damming of the Rhine for electronic
power-stations and its use by the tourist industry (Heidegger, 1977: 16). As
we will see, aspects of Heidegger’s philosophical criticisms of modernity
provided the foundation for postmodern criticism of the city, 1950s urban
redevelopment and modernist architectural style in the work, for example,
of Le Corbusier (Jenks, 1995; Lash, 1990). As a conclusion, we can note that
a dichotomous view of the countryside as either the scene of idyllic,
Arcadian virtues or a backwater of boorish manners has continued with
remarkable persistence down the centuries, during which time the rural
economy was transformed from peasant production to a capitalist
agribusiness (Newby, 1979).

In fact the rise of social theories of the city has been profoundly marked
by the influence of romanticism which idealized the rural communalism of
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the traditional village and regarded the city as a dangerous and alienating
environment. This critique of the modern city was particularly important
in the work of Lewis Mumford (1895–1990), whose Technics and Civiliza-
tion (1934), The Culture of Cities (1938) and The City in History (1961) shaped
the underlying values and assumptions of both urban sociology and
town planning.

Mumford shared with Patrick Geddes the basic metaphorical notion
that the city was ultimately a social organism whose evolution, at best,
might be helped by ‘conservative surgery’, decentralized management and
devolved planning. Mumford, influenced by Geddes’s approach to the
conservation of the architectural heritage of Edinburgh and by his syn-
thetic philosophy of the natural and social sciences, deplored the scale of
the growth mania of urban America, rejecting the notion that escalating
sky-scrapers, increasing physical size, and soaring land prices were neces-
sarily an index of urban progress. In ‘The intolerable city’ (Mumford, 1926)
he argued that the burden of progress was borne by citizens who could no
longer afford to live in New York and by cultural activities (museums,
parks and art galleries) which could not compete with business for space
and accommodation.

Mumford’s principal focus was in fact historical; he sought to under-
stand the erosion of a balanced, organic and decentralized civilization and
its replacement by a centralized, militaristic (or at least belligerent), metro-
politan system of power. In more particular terms, he studied the decline of
the contained, compact and comfortable medieval city and the rise of the
aggressive, anonymous, centralized megalopolis. For Mumford, the
medieval town provided robust opportunities for communal and associa-
tional life, for private spaces and solitude. A city like London in the four-
teenth century, with a population of 40,000, was still open to country living
and rural life-style. By contrast, the industrial cities of the nineteenth cen-
tury were characterized either by row after row of bourgeois shops and
homes, or by the sordid squalor of Charles Dickens’s ‘Coketown’. The age
of ‘carboniferous capitalism’ would be replaced eventually by Tyrannopolis
in which gangster-dictators would have control or by Nekropolis, where
the city would be converted into a tomb by war and disease. Mumford’s
solutions were modest, but practical; they involved experiments with
green-belts, urban resettlement and the creation of inner-city communities
and ‘villages’. Many of these ideas were expressed in his report for a plan
for the city of Honolulu in 1938 (Miller, 1989).

The Urban Revolution

As we have seen, the city played an important part in western romanticism
where it has been a target of considerable conservative criticism. The city
is simultaneously the product of social change (such as urbanization),
the engine of social transformation and the geographical space within
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which modern change has occurred. As a result, the city plays an
important part conceptually in theories of social change. We examine first
the European context and the idea of the city as both the site and the motor
of social history.

In order to understand the debate about the city and social change, it is
important to start with an examination of the conceptual problems in defin-
ing the city. Beginning with the work of archeologists on pre-history, the
classification of the city as an urban context has been an important feature
of the literature on cities. If we take the work of Gordon Childe, we can start
by establishing a number of important criteria for the early antiquity of the
city and for its sociological definition. In his article on civilization, cities and
towns in Antiquity, Childe (1957) identified a number of important criteria
for the definition of a city. Childe was interested in the city as the location
for the development of various juridical institutions and arrangements such
that a city is a community ‘that comprises a substantial proportion of pro-
fessional rulers, officials, clergy, artisans and merchants who do not catch or
grow their own food, but live on the surplus produced by farmers or fish-
ermen who may dwell within the city or villages outside its walls’ (Childe,
1957: 37). Thus a city involves a particular framework of government which
comes into existence with the development of an agricultural civilization
with a surplus to support such intellectual or mental workers. This transi-
tion in history permits us to speak of an ‘urban revolution’ analogous to the
notion of an industrial revolution or a Neolithic revolution. Thus the origins
of cities are closely associated with the growth of the institution of writing
as a bureaucratic process of management and surveillance. The transition of
the city from its ancient origins into a modern form is closely connected
with the emergence of literate culture and the role of writing as a strategy
of political regulation.

In Europe therefore, the origin of the city is linked to the growth of a
bureaucratic status group whose principal cultural asset was the manipu-
lation of a literary culture as part of a political regime of control. Alongside
these bureaucratic developments, the growth of the city is associated with
major population changes. For example, the work of Michel Foucault
(1991) on governmentality and surveillance can be seen as a reflection
upon the demographic transformation of Europe, namely the rise of the
highly populated cities of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The rise
of governmentality as a political practice is connected with anxieties about
the impact of population change on the European urban scene. If sociology
had its origins classically in the period 1890–1920, then we can see the rise
of sociology as in part an intellectual reflection upon urban density and
population change. Throughout the nineteenth century, the cities of Europe
experienced a profound population transformation which was the result of
urban migration and a demographic transition involving a decline in the
birth rate and an increase in the surviving populations through improve-
ments in sanitation and medical intervention.
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Cities are defined in these terms by reference to an agricultural surplus,
the demographic transition, the institution of writing and bureaucratic
institutions of government. From a sociological perspective, these criteria
are not entirely satisfactory for understanding the city. Sociologists are
interested in the city more as a system of social relations than as a geo-
graphical or demographic phenomenon. It was Aristotle who argued that
the city-state was based upon a shared social reality of equal citizens
within a public arena; the private world was one of unequal members. A
common space in itself was not sufficient to define a city. Greek philoso-
phers who feared difference espoused the notion of the ideal city in terms
of its wholeness and unity rather than location in space (Saxonhouse,
1992). Urban sociology may have had its roots in urban geography, but it
developed as an analysis of the city as a social form. Sociologists have been
interested firstly in the city as an administrative and political agency,
secondly in the city as a way of life, and thirdly with the mentalities (or cul-
tures) which are associated with urbanism. The analysis of the city as
a political system is the legacy of Weber’s sociology of the city. The study
of the city as a way of life was, as we will see, the contribution of the
Chicago School of sociology, and finally the perspective on urban living in
terms of mentality has to be understood by reference to Georg Simmel’s
contribution to the sociology of culture. I shall consider these dimensions
in this sequence.

The City, Politics and Power

The city has played an important role in political and administrative con-
trol. In The Preindustrial City, Gideon Sjoberg (1960) argues that the tradi-
tional city had a number of common features. It was walled and played a
part in the defence of an urban elite. This walled area contained religious
and government buildings, and within this central space markets devel-
oped. Sjoberg’s emphasis on defence functions is to some extent a criticism
of Weber who claimed that a city is always a market. Cities exist as mech-
anisms for the consolidation of the power of a dominant class. While
Anthony Giddens (1985) believes that Sjoberg’s argument is an exaggera-
tion, he supports the view that cities are vehicles for the expansion of
administrative power over rural areas. Therefore, the rise of the city-state
was closely associated with the development of writing. The development
of writing is an essential basis for the development of surveillance.

There is some general agreement among historians that the city-state
has its origin in the existence of an agricultural surplus, the rise of urban
elites and writing systems which permitted more sophisticated forms of
control and surveillance. But with the rise of commercialism and inter-
continental trade, the city also provided the context for immunities from
feudal lords, for the growth of craft guilds and for civic culture. The histor-
ical study of the city and democracy were given a specific scholarly focus
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by Henri Pirenne (1936) who, through the study of the cities of Belgium and
the Netherlands, established the broadly-based thesis that the rising urban
culture of the European city provided the context for not only merchant
immunities but for a robust context for democratic practice and behaviour.
Pirenne was sensitive to the changing fortunes of the trading communities
of urban Europe after the expansion of Islam closed off international trade
routes following the expansion of the Umayyad caliphate westward and
consequently the Islamic occupation of North Africa and Spain.

One can find a similar preoccupation with the city and political devel-
opment in German scholarship. In pre-Bismarckian Germany, academics
like Johann Winckelmann and Johann Wolfgang Goethe looked backwards
towards Greece and classical Rome for a model of civilized virtues. Prior
to the unification of Germany, there was no single, dominant city among
the many Germanic principalities. The political and cultural supremacy of
Berlin only emerged towards the end of the nineteenth century. Following
the impact of the French Revolution, nationalists like Johann Gottlieb
Fichte extolled the virtues of the traditional German city and its burghers
who were inspired by a communitarian morality which was productive of
civic virtues. Fichte’s voluntaristic theory of knowledge, his rejection of
revelation in favour of secular reason, and his activist assumptions about
rights were a reflection of his commitment to the tradition of independent
cities. In Fichte’s ‘science of rights’, the independent city was seen as the
vehicle of liberty and progress. The themes of communalism were taken up
by historians like Otto von Gierke (1990) who traced the legacy of com-
munity (Genossenschaft) through the evolution of German constitutional-
ism. Broadly speaking, Gierke treated the development of German political
structures in terms of an ever shifting balance between communal forms of
fellowship and self-regulation within the walls of the city and the rise of an
authoritarian constitution (Obrigkeitsverfassung). By the end of the Middle
Ages in Germany, the authority of the city craft guilds had declined, gov-
ernment by councils not citizens prevailed, and passive rights had replaced
rule of the people. The defeat of the populist elements of the Reformation
further strengthened the principle of authoritarian sovereignty (Obrigkeit).

A similar set of notions are expressed through a tradition of writing on
the city and the metropolitan government in the work of writers like
Frederic W. Maitland, whose history of English constitutionalism was the
basis of his approach to political reform in the city. Gierke and Maitland
were principal intellectual sources for Weber’s historical and sociological
analysis of the autonomy of the western city. For Maitland (1898), the
Royal charter of medieval times did not constitute a corporation; rather it
conferred recognition on an urban community which already enjoyed
liberties and immunities. After the fifteenth century, there was a tendency
for charters to recognize, not the traditional autonomy of cities, but the
responsibility of the citizens to the state. The modern city emerged in the
context of nineteenth-century legislation which treated the city as an
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important component of the representative and administrative system of
the state. In North America, the ideal of active citizenship was the aim of
municipal reforms and became a major theme of political theory in the
work of William Bennet Munro (1912). The city was a context for active cit-
izenship, municipal reform and progressive politics; it was the training
ground for civic education and urban political participation. Social scien-
tists came to regard the modern city as ‘the laboratory of representative
government’ (Capes, 1922: 3).

Urbanism as a Way of Life

These studies were closely associated with the growth of the European
urban environment, but from a social science point of view it was in North
America that urban sociology found its most congenial context for research
and theoretical development. For example, the so-called Chicago School
provided a strong tradition of urban research on marginal groups, on
social disorganization, on the ghetto, on marginal occupations and on
urban poverty. The Chicago School was motivated by a doctrine of prag-
matism, amelioration and empirical research. However, against this
matter-of-fact approach to urban data there was also a strong sense of a
loss of innocence, the dominance of moral decay and the erosion of civi-
lized practice. Against a background of urban decay, the Chicago School
and its followers embraced implicitly a positive image of the early colonial
environment, the autonomous city and the free and authentic citizen. Out
of this mixture of pragmatism and romanticism, there emerged a variety of
theories of spatial order, zoning, ethnic segregation and social ecology. The
Chicago School provided one of the most detailed and significant descrip-
tions of the modern urban city which was genuinely sociological in its
direction and dimensions.

Whereas the European urban sociologists were concerned with compa-
rative and historical issues relating to the rise of capitalism, the American
sociologists were initially preoccupied with the impact of ethnic migration
and cultural diversity. They developed a particular interest in the origin of
cities, their geographical location and their spatial development. Following
a positivist epistemology, they saw their scientific role in terms of devel-
oping a detailed picture of the ‘facts’ of urban life. These questions about
origin, location and spatial characteristics gave rise to a number of influ-
ential studies, but The City (Park, Burgess and McKenzie, 1925) was partic-
ularly important.

From this research tradition, there emerged the so-called ‘ecological
theory of the city’. For Robert E. Park the city was a natural environment
of modern people, which followed specific laws of development. The
city grew as a complex network of communities, which came to be asso-
ciated over time with specific neighbourhoods and particular suburbs.
These neighbourhood communities are populated by ethnic communities,
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organized around a definite division of labour. For Park, the city was an
organization of social communities in space, an organization which fol-
lows its own laws of evolutionary development. The Chicago School’s
approach to the city was thus based on broad assumptions that the city
provided a ‘natural’ laboratory or framework for sociological study, there
was an important cultural division between city and country, which was
conceptualized in terms of a rural–urban continuum, and in an urban soci-
ety the city came to define the whole life of the society. The more specific
theory of the city was the concentric-zone theory of urban development.
This theory states that the growth of the city is determined by a social
struggle over land values, which ensures that the dominant group controls
the most significant urban land. The central business district is the key to
this pattern of land distribution, while newcomers and less powerful com-
munities are relegated to the urban periphery. The city grows as a result in
terms of a series of circles or zones. As ethnic communities are integrated
into the dominant culture, they experience social mobility which results in
geographical mobility. Minority groups are transferred from the ghetto to
more prestigious areas in the city. It is possible to map these social changes
in order to produce a geographical history of the city in terms of popula-
tion transfers between zones. This approach resulted in a number of influ-
ential studies of the city (Anderson, 1923; McKenzie, 1923 and 1933;
Reckless, 1933; Schmid, 1937; Thrasher, 1927; Wirth, 1928; Zorbaugh, 1929).

Although the ecological theory was concerned initially with the spatial
organization of cities, it did recognize the importance of cultural special-
ization within the city and encouraged the study of the city as a cultural
phenomenon (Sennett, 1969). This trend towards a cultural analysis can be
noted in Louis Wirth’s famous essay on ‘Urbanism as a way of life’ in
which Wirth (1938) attempted to specify the principal features of the large
modern city. In addition to population density, he noted: heterogeneity of
ethnic communities, life-styles and cultures; social relations which are
transitory, anonymous, and effectively neutral; occupational specialization
and the division of labour; separation of residence and work place; secu-
larization of thought and values, which is facilitated by a money economy;
standardization through the growth of mass markets; dependence on for-
mal rules of conduct, which are indicated by the dominance of the clock
and traffic signals; and the predominance of secondary and segmental con-
tacts. Wirth’s seminal essay has been both criticized and elaborated by sub-
sequent research. Urban relationships are not necessarily or invariably
impersonal. Empirical research suggests, for example, that consumers
often adopt a personalized approach to shopping (Stone, 1954).

The Chicago School laid the foundations for contemporary urban
sociology, but it was also influential in the sociological analysis of race rela-
tions, studies of social stratification and urban organization. It influenced
the famous ‘Yankee City studies’ of W.L. Warner and P. Lunt (1941) who
developed a six-class model of social hierarchy, and in contemporary
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sociology the housing-class theories of John Rex (1970) in his research on
discrimination within the city. The Chicago School established a tradition
of qualitative, urban ethnography with a special focus on minority groups,
ethnic communities and social class. Concentric-zoning theory has been
modified by the application of marginalist economic principles to take into
account the interaction between transport costs and rent in shaping the
city. The structure of the city changes in response to consumer preferences
of the rich. If urban congestion has a sufficiently negative impact on trans-
port, the rich will prefer to live in the central city, thereby pushing the poor
outwards. The legacy of the Chicago School is therefore important for con-
temporary theories of social justice (Harvey, 1973).

The Urban Mentality

The city is a social system in which relations between strangers are domi-
nant and thus the growth of the city is a measure of the erosion of tradi-
tional patterns of existence and a measure of the growth of modernity. In
the nineteenth century, the stranger was an isolated traveller between the
local community (Gemeinschaft) and the cosmopolitan society (Gesellschaft);
in contemporary society globalization forces strangeness upon the whole
of society. For Georg Simmel (1971a), the archetypal stranger was the
Jewish trader. Because he is involved through exchange relations with the
local community, he is both remote and proximate. He remains emotion-
ally detached, while still involved through economic relations. Whereas
the stranger was the exception in Simmel’s world, the stranger has now
become a way of life (Harman, 1988). Many social commentators came to
the opinion that urbanization eventually created a new type of personality
who was less committed to values and primarily influenced by the quest
for status and influence. This personality type was described by David
Riesman (1950) as ‘the other-directed personality’ in his influential book on
The Lonely Crowd. Such personalities do not depend on their own commit-
ment to a set of inner values (‘the inner-directed personality’) but follow
instead the fluctuating judgements of their contemporaries. The other-
directed personality is not situated within the family or the neighbour-
hood. Instead ‘The other-directed person is a cosmopolitan’ (Riesman,
1950: 25). Theories of urban anomie became popular in the 1950s and
1960s. Riesman’s commentary on ‘the lonely crowd’ found an echo in
Christopher Lasch’s development of the critique of narcissism (1979) and
the narcissistic personality.

These American anxieties about the moral superficiality of the
cosmopolitan personality can be traced back to the origins of twentieth-
century sociology in Europe. As a result of urbanization and related popu-
lation changes, we can argue that sociology had its origin in a specific anxiety
about the social control problems presented by population pressures within
the urban environment. For example, a number of commentators have
suggested that Durkheim’s theory of the division of labour, the notion of
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anomie and the emphasis on the collective consciousness are sociological
accounts of demographic pressures on social arrangements in France in the
late nineteenth century. Other writers were impressed by the emergence of a
new type of personality which was associated with the anonymous,
anonymic and alienated populations of the large cities of Europe.

In his ‘The metropolis and mental life’, Simmel (1971b) argued that
urban life, with its constantly shifting and changing environment, stimula-
ted the intellectual aspects of human personality, while the rural community
was based on emotional ties. It also encouraged a matter-of-fact approach to
life which was expressed in what he called the blasé attitude. The money
economy of the city required a calculating, impersonal attitude to life, which
in turn depended on punctuality and exactness. The bustle of everyday life
created an attitude of distance and withdrawal, even indifference and
detachment from mundane commitments and involvements. The city, in
short, was the institutionalization of modern, economic individualism.

On a more imaginative and literary plane, writers like Charles
Baudelaire (Benjamin, 1976) also wrote about the urban mentality and the
urban personality through the concept of the urban flâneur, a voyager float-
ing without commitment through urban space. It has been a common
theme of modern social theory that the urban culture of the city gave a new
prominence to the visual and therefore to the eye as an organ of the human
senses. The gaze is a fundamental feature of modern cultures. As such,
visual culture is connected with the growth of shopping malls as places for
viewing commodities, with the growth of gas lighting which made streets
safe, with advertising boards which represented commodities within a new
consumer aesthetic, and with the flâneur as a social role. This tradition of
writing about the urban environment also found a poignant expression in
the work of Walter Benjamin (1970) on his childhood experiences in Berlin,
on the shopping revolution in Paris and Berlin, and on the emergence of a
commercial culture in the new shopping malls of Europe (1982). Benjamin
fully recognized the revolutionary nature of Baudelaire’s vision of the city
with his focus on the bohemian artist, the urban dandy, the street vendor,
and the detective. The crowds strolling through the arcades, the passengers
gazing from the trams, the prostitutes in the gas-lit streets and the petty
urban criminal – these figures populated the imagination of writers and
poets like Baudelaire whose art was closely associated with the new aes-
thetic of decadence. Baudelaire’s poetry expressed the arrival of an artistic
crisis, namely the death of the rural lyric. The detective story was the liter-
ary genre most suited to the new urban conditions involving anonymity,
calculation, the individual contract, and the faceless masses. The railway
journey became a favourite crime scene of the urban detective story. The
Great Exhibition of 1851 and the building of the Crystal Palace celebrated
and created a new era of commodification in a population for whom
shopping and advertising were a new experience (Richards, 1991: 17).

We can see the origins of the postmodern debate in this urban experi-
ence of consumer diversity, simulation and fragmentation. If Benjamin
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recognized Baudelaire as the literary precursor of the modern urban
imagination, Benjamin has been identified as an important figure in the
emergence of postmodern theories of the city (Buci-Glucksmann, 1994).
The postmodern urban aesthetic recognizes the playful, artful and transi-
tory qualities of modern life, with its emphasis on a ‘throw-away culture’,
the cycle of fashion, and its simulated environments. The emphasis on nov-
elty and on the artificial is an essentially urban experience. There is as a
result an important continuity between Marx’s work on the revolutionary
character of the nineteenth-century bourgeoisie, Baudelaire’s celebration of
the flâneur, Simmel’s analysis of the urban mentality and Benjamin’s analy-
sis of the arcades. While the detective story gave expression to an urban
sensibility, there were profound social changes which underpinned these
cognitive and aesthetic developments, in particular demographic changes,
the rural–urban exodus, the decline of rural communities and the growth
of urban slums. Much of the early theory of the city thus emerged out of a
geographical preoccupation with space, with migration and with city
zones and it was expressed morally and theoretically within a vision which
was focused on social control and population pressure.

Poverty, Social Class and the City

As we have seen, there was a profound ambiguity in early theories of the
city, which was identified with anomie and alienation on the one hand, and
with democratization and liberty on the other. In giving an account of
these developments, I have given a certain prominence to an analysis of
the cultural dimension of urbanization. It is now appropriate to give fuller
recognition to changes in the material conditions of people experiencing
urbanization (Briggs, 1968). There is considerable literature on the impact
of the urban environment on physical and moral deprivation. For example,
was the industrial city associated with improving standards of health or
was it associated, through urban poverty, with increasing infant mortality
and morbidity? There is now an important amount of social science litera-
ture on the demographic transformation of western societies which has
analysed the consequences of urbanization on the health of urban popula-
tions, especially in the second half of the nineteenth century. Edward
Shorter’s studies of family life in the nineteenth century show that middle-
class infant mortality increased with the practice of sending young chil-
dren out to the country to be raised by peasant women (Shorter, 1977). The
analyses of medical historians on the impact of rural wet nurses on the
urban infant populations show a pattern of increasing morbidity and mor-
tality. Rapid urbanization was also connected with an increase in mental
illness; different types of mental illness were associated with both social
class and city zones (Faris and Dunham, 1939).

In the historical study of the city, the urban environment has been seen
paradoxically in both a positive and a negative light, on the one hand by
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contributing to the democratic evolution of European society and on the
other, by contributing to the mental and physical deprivation of the work-
ing class. This dual image of the city continues into modern writing on the
urban environment. One important theme within this genre therefore is
the role of the city as a context for the historical growth and evolution of
the so-called dangerous classes and for the making of the working class.
Much of the early sociology of the city was concerned with the problem of
poverty, the rise of an organized and politically active working class and
the negative effects of urban poverty on health in terms of both morbidity
and mortality. Friedrich Engels was one of the earliest continental theorists
of poverty and it was Engels who saw Britain divided into two tribes
which have relatively little contact with each other, namely the very rich
and the very poor. The Condition of the Working Classes in England (Engels,
1958) which was published in 1845 became a classic study of urban poverty
and deprivation. The analysis of urban poverty eventually produced a sig-
nificant legacy of social science analysis which can be illustrated by
Charles Booth’s Life and Labour of the People in London (Booth, 1889–91) and
by the path-breaking work of B. Seebohm Rowntree (1922) in his classic
study of town life. It was Rowntree who, through an analysis of diet and
household expenditure in the city of York, provided an early objective
measurement of the poverty line which came to shape much of the social
policy work of Britain in the first half of the twentieth century. His surveys
provided one of the most detailed analyses of household expenditure in
relation to the life-cycle of families and individuals. The work of Rowntree
was complemented by similar research undertaken by writers like
A.L. Bowley and A.R. Burnett-Hurst (1915) in their study of work and
poverty. The debate about an objective poverty line continues to exercise the
imagination and research of social scientists in the late twentieth century.

The analysis of urban poverty gave rise to a complementary literature
on urban poverty alleviation and the positive programmes for restructur-
ing and developing the urban environment. Planning was essential for a
civilized existence (Howe, 1912). For example, in the work of sociologists
like Karl Mannheim the importance of planning and urban development
became a fundamental basis for the development of sociological writing
about democratic planning in an advanced urban environment. He argued
that in a mass society the individual becomes atomized and as a result an
effective democracy requires planning to overcome individualism and
egoism (Mannheim, 1951).

Within a similar genre one can see the sociological work of Geddes
on urban planning as a response to the negative consequences of urban dis-
organization and anomie. Geddes had an optimistic vision of the positive
role of rational planning on the urban environment. His work was based
upon a conceptual scheme which had been developed by the French soci-
ologist Frederic Le Play in which sociology is the study of the organic rela-
tionship between place, work and family. Armed with this paradigm, he
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insisted upon the importance of detailed empirical observation of city life.
The creation of Outlook Tower in Edinburgh was to further the devel-
opment of urban planning based on a comprehensive understanding of
regional needs.

A major problem of issue for town planning is urban inequality and
poverty. In more recent sociology, there have been various attempts to
understand the city as a cause of social inequality. I have already referred
to the work of John Rex who analysed the issue of housing classes as a fea-
ture of racial stratification in the city. In the 1960s Ray Pahl (1975) devel-
oped a theory of the city which emphasized the importance of ‘urban
managers’ (estate agents, social workers and workers in local authority
bureaucracies) in the distribution of resources and the creation of system-
atic social inequalities. These inequalities are in turn the focus of urban
class struggles and social movements. These theories were criticized
because urban managers often appear to be the intervening variable, not
the independent variable, in the explanation of urban stratification. Other
critics suggested that Rex’s housing classes were in fact primarily pheno-
mena of racial injustice (Saunders, 1981).

Conclusion

In conclusion, there are various ways in which we can conceptualize the
history of the sociology of the city. Castells (1977) usefully distinguishes
between the tradition which treats ‘urbanization’ as the geographical or
spatial concentration of human populations in which the city is defined by
its density and scale. By contrast, urbanization has been regarded as a cru-
cial feature of modernization in disseminating values, norms and behav-
iour (‘urban culture’) which constitute secularization. Contemporary
sociology has either attempted to transcend this dichotomy by developing
a Marxist political economy of the formation of urban structures or to
rewrite urban sociology as a more comprehensive sociology of space (Urry,
1996). Peter Saunders (1985) as a result distinguishes between the follow-
ing intellectual traditions: (a) the city as an ecological community (Park
et al.,); (b) the city as a cultural form (Simmel); (c) the city as a system of
resource allocation (Rex and Pahl); and (d) the city as a unit of collective
consumption (Castells). Although these transformations of perspective on
the city represented important changes in intellectual direction in urban
theory, there are important continuities with early debates about urban
class inequality, deprivation and poverty.

Early sociological writings on the city were characterized by a number
of important topics. First, there was the historical comparative research
of writers like Durkheim, Weber and Pirenne who were interested in the
contribution of the city to the evolution of rationalism, democracy and
western civilization. Their research gave rise to two major historical ques-
tions on the role of the city in the creation of industrial capitalism and the
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relationship between the city and the growth of democratic associations.
Second, there has been a tradition of geographical and demographic analy-
sis of the impact of populations on systems of belief, patterns of control and
bureaucratic processes. This debate was associated with an analysis of the
place of writing in the development of the government of large, urban pop-
ulations. Third, there has been a social-problems approach to the city
emphasizing the importance of poverty, prostitution, family decay and
deprivation. This focus on urban deprivation and city planning character-
ized a diversity of traditions such as civics education, Fabianism and, in
America, the Chicago School.

The future direction of urban sociology lies within a broader sociology
of space which is generically concerned with the spatial dimensions of
social relations and social interaction in the context of an understanding of
globalism. Finally, within contemporary literature there is a growing inter-
est in the globalization of the city, the rise of the city as a powerbase of
industrial societies and the impact of internet communication systems on
the virtual reality of the urban environment. Although these changes are
profound and significant, there are also continuities with previous research
on urban mentalities, cosmopolitan life-styles and the heterogeneity of
urban cultures.

There are profound anxieties about the city in contemporary sociology
which are concerned with questions relating to globalization, the economic
role of the megapolis and the impact of urban pollution on health and indi-
vidual welfare. Urban deprivation is growing as a result of uncontrolled
migration out of the country-side, rapid population growth, the failure of
policies of urban renewal and the negative impact of International
Monetary Fund programmes on cost containment in the Third World. As
a result, it is estimated that currently there are a billion people without
sanitation, two hundred and fifty million without access to safe water, and
six hundred million who are homeless. It is argued by epidemiologists that
80 per cent of disease can be attributed to poor drinking water. This depri-
vation is one cause of growing urban crime, drug abuse and terrorism.
Social scientists believe that, given the prospect of a collapse of urban civi-
lization in the early part of the next century, the Green agenda for the
natural environment should be complemented by the Brown agenda.
These arguments are of course reminiscent of the debate at the end of the
nineteenth century which also identified urban poverty and urban renewal
as key political issues in the continuity and maintenance of democracy.
This similarity is one further reason for an interest in the early history of
urban sociology.
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CHAPTER 12

THE SOCIOLOGY OF SOCIAL
STRATIFICATION

Introduction

In the twentieth century, the sociological analysis of social class, and more
broadly the study of social stratification, became a basic and defining char-
acteristic of the sociological curriculum and a major focus of empirical
research. In the universities, sociology as a discipline developed in part as a
contribution to the analysis of the negative functions and consequences of
social inequality in industrial capitalism, where social inequality was seen
to stem largely from economic inequality and ultimately therefore from the
location of individuals and families within the class structure of industrial
capitalism. Sociology attempted to provide answers to the question, how
does economic class difference function in a welfare-capitalist system?

Although the study of social class came, as a consequence, to structure
the sociological understanding of industrial society, there were traditional
difficulties with the analysis of class. These analytical problems were
simple, but enduring:

1 How can class be adequately defined so as to distinguish clearly class
inequality from other forms of stratification?

2 How many classes are there?
3 What, if any, are the main patterns of mobility between classes?
4 Is class inequality an inevitable, necessary and permanent feature of

human society, or merely a consequence of the growth of the capitalist
mode of production?

Class analysis became, therefore, an essential feature of the study of a
capitalist industrial system and the political search for alternatives, parti-
cularly in the debate about socialism as a revolutionary stage of social
history beyond capitalism. With the collapse of organized communism
towards the end of the 1980s, sociologists began to express serious doubts
about the viability and prospects of class analysis, partly because ‘class’ no
longer appeared to express adequately the patterns of social inequality in
late industrialism (Lee and Turner, 1996). For example, it is felt that class
analysis has not been particularly successful in explaining or expressing
the nature of gender divisions and sexual inequality in industrial society
(Crompton, 1996). The sociological analysis of class has gone through a
number of major changes since the publication of Charles Booth’s study of
the Life and Labour of the People in London in the late 1880s. To understand



the origins of the sociology of class is, therefore, to some extent to grasp the
history of sociology as such.

The Political Economy of Capitalism

Social classes had, of course, been understood and analysed long before
the origins of sociology as a formal university discipline towards the end
of the nineteenth century and before writers like Auguste Comte used the
term ‘sociology’ to describe the idea of philosophie positive in 1838. Classical
Greek philosophers had attempted to describe the problems of Greek pol-
itics through an understanding of the differences between slaves and
slave-owners, and Christian theologians in medieval times had sought to
understand the applications of natural law to human society, which they
knew was unjust and unfair. The theological debates about a ‘just wage’
can be seen as debates about class differences. However, from the point of
view of the origins of social science, modern class analysis starts with the
debates of the classical economists like Adam Smith (1723–1790), David
Ricardo (1772–1823) and Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832), who adapted the
traditional moral philosophical discourse of ethical behaviour to the new
problems of the capitalist market-place.

It was clear by the eighteenth century that a new economic environ-
ment had arisen as a result of the transformation of agricultural produc-
tion, the rise of the wool industry, the expansion of overseas trade and a
variety of technological innovations and inventions which had reduced the
costs of production. Smith published Wealth of Nations in 1776, which
attempted to express in economic terms many of the social issues arising
from the development of the capitalist mode of production. Smith, as the
title of his treatise indicates, was primarily concerned with the production
and distribution of wealth in a context of international trade and competi-
tion. He believed that the division of labour was a crucial feature of eco-
nomic growth through a process of specialization. His famous illustration
was the factory production of pins. One man, without specialized machin-
ery, could make around twenty pins per day, but in a small factory with
machinery employing ten men on specialized activities, it should be possi-
ble to produce 48,000 pins per day. The social cost of this specialized pro-
duction is the decline in the mental abilities of labour. In the language of
contemporary sociology, the consequence of mechanization is the alienation
and de-skilling of the work force by technical change. There is an inevitable
‘degradation’ of labour through mechanization (Braverman, 1974).

Smith’s theory of the division of labour was an important basis for his
price theory. With the specialization of labour, it was important for the price
of goods in a system of market exchange to reflect precisely the production
costs of commodities. In this theory, Smith was responding to the classical
discussion of the relationship between price and value. In a pre-capitalist
market, Smith believed that the price of goods directly reflected the amount
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of labour which was necessary to produce a commodity, but in an advanced
economy the cost of goods would also need to reflect the cost of wages, the
rent of land and other factors of production, the demand for goods in an
international market, and the need for profit for future investment. Smith
also recognized another complexity, namely that price is expressed in
money, but the value of money is also variable. In this analysis of the com-
ponents of the price of commodities in the production process, we have the
ingredients of a general theory of capitalism, namely that in the competition
for wealth the labour force (the working class) will become ‘alienated’ from
society and, in turn, society will be divided and fragmented in the social
struggle over wages, profits and rent.

It was the so-called ‘labour theory of value’ (that the value of a
commodity is determined by the amount of labour time invested in it)
which provided the foundation of the controversy between Ricardo and
Marx over the exploitation of labour in relation to the creation of profits for
capitalist accumulation, and thereby laid the basis for the emergence of a
genuine sociology of classes. In this way, classical economics evolved into
the political economy of class conflict and then into the sociology of class
relations. In economic theory as such, the primary concern of economists
was with the constraints on wealth creation rather than on the nature of
class structure 

Classical economics assumed that economic growth depended on the
amount of capital which was available for investment and hence the secret
of economic growth was on how and who made decisions about capital
investments. The limitations of industry, according to utilitarians like
Jeremy Bentham, were determined by the limitations of capital. The prin-
cipal cause of economic stagnation was government interference in the
form of preferential taxation, artificial levies, government monopolies and
bounties; economic stimulation would result from the state withdrawing
from the market-place in order that naked self-interest could produce eco-
nomic growth through the simple greed for profit. Government interfer-
ence did not produce wealth because it could not produce investment
capital; it merely transferred existing capital into stagnant areas. Diverting
capital to help the working class in terms of ‘relief’ was also a mistaken
fallacy of governments. Classical economics assumed that there was a
fixed fund for wages, and thus class struggle could not increase the
amount of wages available in a given year.

Classical economics was thus based on a set of assumptions about
scarcity rather than abundance. There was, in addition to a scarcity of cap-
ital and profit, a scarcity of space, and so capitalist society was one in
which social classes struggled for ‘elbow-room’, and ‘the end product of
crowdedness and shortage was not just social friction but class war. In con-
fronting the problems issuing from an economy of scarcity, the liberals
were driven to do what practically every political theory must; namely, to
justify a system inherently unequal in its distributive principle’ (Wolin,
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1961: 323). In particular, liberals who believed in fundamental individual
freedoms and embraced a theory of minimal government intervention (the
so-called ‘nightwatchman state’) had to argue the case for the state as the
basic institution for maintaining social security, and hence for defending
an unequal and unfair principle of distribution. This contradiction in lib-
eral political economy can be recognized as the starting point of Marxist
class theory.

Marxism and Class Analysis 

While Karl Marx (1818–1883) was a major critic of classical economics, his
political economy of capitalism also contained a moral attack on what he
saw as the hypocrisy of liberal political theory, and in this respect he con-
tinued the legacy of Smithian economic analysis. Marx attempted to prove
that the defining characteristic of capitalism was the exploitation of the
working class by the owners of productive capital, namely the bourgeoisie.
In Marx’s economic sociology, ‘exploitation’ had a technical and specific
meaning. With the economic expansion of society through capitalist
growth and colonial development, there was a surplus which was in fact
the foundation of class society. In capitalism, class exploitation occurs
when surplus value is extracted by industrial capitalists from the labour of
the working class. Given the existence of private property, the working
class sells its labour in order to live, but the capitalist uses the labour of the
worker to create a surplus over the wage which is paid for the workers to
reproduce themselves, that is to buy the necessities of life. While the wage
covers the cost of labour, labour creates a surplus value which is the real
source of profit. Thus, ‘profit-making’ is simply exploitation, where the
working class is alienated from ownership of its own labour and from the
products of its labour.

Marx developed a dynamic and historical view of this process, because
he treated capitalism as a contradictory and ultimately self-destructive
mode of production. Capitalists have to compete with each other in order
to secure advantages in the market, to reduce production costs and to
increase their profits. Two routes to these objectives are through increased
specialization and the reduction of costs by the increased use of machinery,
that is through technological innovation. However, replacement of labour
by machinery (or by ‘dead labour’ as Marx called it) has the paradoxical
outcome of reducing the rate of profit, because the real source of surplus
value is labour itself. This assumption gave rise to the famous and contro-
versial ‘law’ of the tendency of the rate of profit to fall.

We need not at this stage enter into the controversy surrounding the
validity of this law. From the point of view of this introduction, it is enough
to note that Marx identified a number of fundamental crisis tendencies in
the economic processes of capitalism, all of which pointed towards various
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forms of class conflict. For example, the economic contradictions of the
capitalist mode of production included: 

1 The falling rate of profit resulted in regular economic restructuring of
enterprises and the destruction of inefficient firms.

2 It drove capitalists to seek cheaper labour in colonial labour markets
and cheaper natural resources from within a world market.

3 It required increasingly exploitative working conditions, including the
use of child labour.

These processes, as Marx explained in The Communist Manifesto of 1848
(Marx and Engels, 1968), resulted in: 

1 A radical polarization of the class system into two large contending
classes, namely the bourgeoisie and the proletariat.

2 The immiseration and pauperization of the working class.
3 The radicalization of the working class which was transformed through

political struggle from a class-in-itself to a class-for-itself.

As the working class became more politically organized through the
violence of class conflict, the conditions for revolutionary struggle were
established whereby, under the guidance of the communist party, capital-
ism would be overthrown and the early stages of socialism established.
The final communist revolution would remove exploitation through the
destruction of private property and the alienation of the working class.
This social revolution would thus be the end of the history of class society. 

Marxism involved a radical attack on the liberal ideology of capitalism,
because Marx attempted to expose the ideological covering of capitalism,
which obscured the real nature of exploitation in capitalist industrial rela-
tions. Notions of individual freedom, which were the ideological expres-
sion of private property, obscured the underlying relations of economic
exploitation which were the real causes of capital accumulation. While
Marx was obviously a radical critic of capitalism, his theory of capitalist
history was also paradoxically a celebration of capitalism, which had
destroyed the traditional stagnation of feudalism and which had been the
midwife of socialism. In a similar fashion, capitalist forms of colonialism,
however brutal and violent, had dragged Asia into modern history by
destroying what Marx referred to as ‘the Asiatic mode of production’. By
creating private property in land, the British colonial administration in
India had created social classes and thus set up the mechanisms by which
profound change could take place in India for the first time. Indian history,
before the British, had been merely a history of successive conquests and
in fact ‘Indian society had no history at all, at least no known history’
(Marx and Engels, 1972: 81). We can see in Marx’s analyis of colonialism,
especially in his understanding of the ‘social stationariness’ of India and
China (Turner, 1974), that Marxist class analysis was not merely a classifi-
catory scheme for describing relations of inequality in capitalism; it was
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fundamentally a theory of historical change within which class conflict
was the causal mechanism which brought about profound transformations
of the mode of production.

Class analysis in Marxism was thus the fundamental basis of the
so-called economic interpretation of history, and it represented a major
departure from classical economics. Whereas the economists had recog-
nized important differences in the role of workers and capitalists, they had
treated class as simply a collection of individuals with similar economic
functions; Marx had attempted to describe the structure of capitalist soci-
ety in terms of objective class relationships. This difference was very
clearly recognized by Joseph Schumpeter who also noted that ‘the glam-
our’ that surrounds the economic interpretation of history ‘depends pre-
cisely on the strictness and simplicity of the one-way relation which it
asserts’ (Schumpeter, 1987: 13). The principal sociological criticism of the
Marxist interpretation of history was that this ‘strictness and simplicity’
could not be sustained by the empirical evidence about actual capitalist
societies. For example, in Germany by the end of the nineteenth century, it
was clear that the social classes had not become polarized and the working
class was not pauperized. There appeared to be an increase in the real
standard of living of the working class which had shared in the economic
expansion of a united Germany, and the working class generally embraced
German nationalism in the period leading up to the First World War. In
addition, the class structure was fragmented around a diversity of class
fractions which were associated with both cultural and skill differences; in
particular, the development of the capitalist economy created a new white-
collar class which reflected the growth of a service sector. These differences
suggested that it was important to distinguish status and class as variables
of social stratification.

The failure of the strict and simple economic interpretation of history
resulted in German Marxism in a political movement referred to as
‘reformism’, which advocated a peaceful route to socialism which did not
necessarily involve open class conflict. It also laid the basis for the growth
of the sociology of stratification, which attempted to resolve some of the
analytical difficulties in Marxist theory. Sociologists responded to Marxism
in terms of the following arguments:

1 There are important cultural dimensions to class differences, which
often appear as ‘life-style’ differences in social class behaviour, for
example in the notion of the ‘leisure class’ (Veblen, 1899).

2 They have shown that economic expansion in capitalism gave rise to a
large and dynamic middle class (Abercrombie and Urry, 1983; Cole,
1950).

3 Sociologists have identified changes in the organization of capitalism
whereby there is an important differentiation of management and own-
ership (Berle and Means, 1932).
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4 Sociological research on occupational groups such as ‘black-coated
workers’ indicates that there are important differences between class,
status and work situations between individuals (Lockwood, 1958).

5 Scarcity of resources can be expressed in various ways, thereby giving
rise to many types of class such as, for example, ‘housing classes’ (Rex
and Moore, 1967).

6 Finally it has been argued that with the growth of liberal democracy
there has been an expansion of welfare provision for the working class,
and therefore citizenship functions to limit the negative impact of class
in capitalist society (Marshall, 1950).

These sociological responses to Marxism have their intellectual origin in
the sociology of Max Weber (1864–1920), and hence the history of class
analysis is often seen in terms of two alternatives: Marxist historical mate-
rialism versus Weberian sociology.

The Sociology of Class, Status and Power

Although Weber is often understood to argue that there are three different
variables in social stratification (namely, class, status and power), it is more
accurate to note that Weber analysed society in terms of the monopoliza-
tion of resources by a common process of ‘social closure’ (Parkin, 1974).
Social closure describes the action of social groups who seek to maximize
their social advantages to restricting access to scarce resources (particularly
economic resources) to their own members with the result that outsiders
are excluded. These outsiders are often identified by reference to their
physical characteristics, especially colour. For Weber, these practices of
monopolization were fundamental to the economy. A rather lengthy quo-
tation from Weber will help us to grasp his meaning more fully:

When the number of competitors increases in relation to the profit span,
the participants become interested in curbing competition. Usually one
group of competitors takes some externally identifiable characteristic of
another group of (actual or potential) competitors – race, language, religion,
local or social origin, descent, residence, etc. – as a pretext for attempting
their exclusion. It does not matter which characteristic is chosen in the indi-
vidual case: whatever suggests itself most easily is seized upon ... In spite of
their continued competition against one another, the jointly acting competi-
tors now form an ‘interest group’ towards outsiders; there is a growing ten-
dency to set up some kind of association with rational regulations; if the
monopolistic interests persist, the time comes when the competitors, or
another group whom they can influence (for example, a political commu-
nity), establish a legal order that limits competition through formal monop-
olies ... In such a case, the interest group has developed into a ‘legally
privileged group’ (Rechtsgemeinschaft) and the participants have become
‘privileged members’ (Rechtsgenossen). Such social closure, as we want to call

224 Classical Sociology



it, is an ever-recurring process; it is the source of property in land as of all
guild and other group monopolies.

(Weber, 1968: 341–2)

Weber’s notion of social closure, of course, applies not only to ethnic
groups and racial orders, but to professional monopolies. It also refers to
labour force divisions in terms of educational credentials (Collins, 1986:
128). The notion of social closure has a wide range, but in Weber’s sociol-
ogy it became closely connected with a distinction between social class and
status group. In Economy and Society, which was published posthumously
in German in 1922, Weber defined class situation as the probability of
enjoying the benefits of material goods, gaining a position in life and ‘inner
satisfactions’ as a result of a relative control over goods and skills (Weber,
1968: 302). A class merely means all those persons who share a common
class situation. Weber then identified a variety of social classes, including
the working class, the petty bourgeoisie, the propertyless intelligentsia,
and classes privileged by property and education. Weber also recognized
several different meanings of status. He defined a status group as a plural-
ity of persons who successfully claim a special social esteem: they come
into being by virtue of their life-style, through hereditary charisma or
through monopolistic privilege. Weber then claimed that ‘Depending on
the prevailing mode of stratification, we shall speak of a “status society” or
a “class society”‘ (Weber, 1968: 306).

The main point of these formal definitions was to provide Weber with
a battery of concepts to undertake a series of historical and comparative
studies of the monopolization of resources. Weber thus argued that eco-
nomic wealth was not the only criterion of social power, privilege and
influence. He wanted to examine societies in which prestige, through edu-
cation and culture, was more significant than power, based on the owner-
ship of the means of economic production. For example, Weber gave a
particular emphasis to the historical prominence of the political and
cultural status of the literati, and he noted that: 

For twelve centuries social rank in China has been determined more by qual-
ification for office than by wealth. This qualification, in turn, has been deter-
mined by education, and especially by examination. China has made literary
education the yardstick of social prestige in the most exclusive fashion, far
more exclusively than did Europe during the period of the humanists, or as
Germany has done.

(Weber, 1951: 107)

In his comparative sociology, Weber was interested in the different pat-
terns of monopolization and how these different formations of power did
or did not contribute to social change. For example, his studies of the
monopolistic powers of priests and lawyers were an important part of his
general view of the dynamic nature of western cultures, and thus he
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shared with Marx a critical view of the Orient as a stagnant and traditional
social order (Turner, 1978). In general, the tendency to stress the differences
between Marx and Weber in the history of class analysis can be overdone.
While Weber stressed the differences between status and class, both Marx
and Weber agreed with the classical economists that capitalist society was
based on class conflict, on the quest for space for ‘elbow room’, and on the
struggle over scarce resources, a struggle which produced significant his-
torical dynamism. Perhaps the most significant difference was that Weber
did not believe that a communist society would bring about the end of
class divisions or other forms of hierarchical privilege. Weber’s essays
(1905–1906 and 1917) on the Russian revolutions expressed his pessimistic
views about the difficulties of democracy in Russian society (Weber, 1995).
For Weber, systematic inequalities as a result of either class or status dif-
ferences were inevitable features of all human societies, whether capitalist
or communist. In general, all European sociologists were impressed by the
presence of class divisions and the social significance of class conflict in the
formation and development of western capitalism, and in this respect there
were important differences between European and American sociology.

Social Stratification in American Sociology

Sociology in the United States was shaped by the optimistic and self-
confident culture of the American community in the sense that there was
a recognition of the values of democracy, equal opportunity and economic
success. As a result, there was a tendency to deny the importance of class
division and to assert the opportunities for social mobility, especially for
immigrants to America. This optimistic perspective on the rate of social
mobility in the ‘new nation’ can be traced back to the writings of Alexis
de Tocqueville (1805–1859), especially in his Democracy in America of
1835–1840 (Tocqueville, 1968), where he described the ‘democratic revolu-
tion’ in America in terms of the impact of equality of opportunity on
American culture. The rigid structures of feudal Europe were unknown
in America and equality of opportunity had contained the negative
consequences of capitalist economic development. A similar sentiment
was expressed towards the end of the century by James Bryce who
asserted confidently:

There is no rank in America, that is to say, no external and recognised
stamp, marking a man as entitled to any special privileges, or to deference or
respect from others. No man is entitled to any special privileges, or to defer-
ence or respect from others. No man is entitled to think himself better than
his fellows.

(Bryce, 1899, vol. 2: 752)

In addition, the notion that America was a frontier society and indeed an
empty land also created a sense of endless space and infinite opportunity
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for settlement and expansion. The idea that the limitation of space was a
force for social change through the competition for ‘elbow room’ did not
figure large in the social imagination. American sociology developed then
in a context of social optimism and in a society where neither socialism nor
Marxist theory had any significance. Early American sociology was rela-
tively independent and ‘home grown’; European sociology did not start to
make an impact until the 1940s. The founders of American sociology –
Lewis Morgan, Lester F. Ward, Thorstein Veblen, William G. Sumner and
Charles A. Beard – produced a distinctive, ‘native’ sociology, which was
influenced by Populism, Progressivism, the Social Science movement and
the Social Gospel rather than by Marxism or European sociology
(Bramson, 1961). While American sociology was not particularly shaped
by Marxism, it was driven by a practical commitment to social reform
through collective action and social criticism. There was a strong sense of
the need for social reform in order to achieve greater social progress.

It is not surprising therefore that American sociology developed a
distinctive approach to social class (Page, 1940). There was the view that
one can think of social stratification as a continuum which does not have
distinctive breaks or divisions. Individuals can pass relatively easily along
this continuum, because social mobility is a distinctive aspect of the open
nature of American society. The only negative feature of the American sys-
tem of stratification was, of course, race, especially the division between
white and black. A considerable amount of American research on strati-
fication was devoted to an analysis of the problems of the black commu-
nity, which was often seen in terms of caste rather than class, as for example
in John Dollard’s Caste and Class in a Southern Town (1937). American
studies were also distinctive in terms of their methodology where an
anthropological approach to field work was favoured in the community-
studies approach. In these terms, the research of the Lynds on Middletown
(Lynd and Lynd, 1929) and W. Lloyd Warner on Jonesville (1949) became
famous as bench-marks for sociological investigations. American sociolo-
gists also pioneered studies into subjective attitudes towards class and
status positions, as for instance in Richard Centers’s The Psychology of Social
Classes (1949).

In this early period of class and status research, there had been little
attempt to produce a theory of class and definitions of class remained
somewhat elementary. W. Lloyd Warner and his colleagues (Warner et al.,
1949) had eventually produced a textbook on his research methodology as a
guide to the research process which lay behind the ‘Yankee City Series’, the
Middletown community studies and the research on race and community in
the South. In Social Class in America, Warner and his fellow researchers iden-
tified two approaches to class research, namely ‘evaluated participation’
and ‘index of status characteristics’. In evaluated participation, Warner
developed six criteria by which a comparative judgement is made of an
individual’s standing in the community in terms of prestige, influence and

The Sociology of Social Stratification 227



rank. In the index approach, status is assigned by occupation, source of
income, house type and dwelling area. We can see in this methodology that
there was relatively little clear attempt to distinguish between status as a
measure of prestige and class as a measure of economic location, and there-
fore ‘social status’ and ‘social class’ are used interchangeably. One other
methodological difficulty in the research of Warner and the Lynds was that
it assumed that a series of community studies would in fact produce an
accurate picture of the American system of class and status as a whole.

The theory of class in American sociology was eventually enhanced by
the critical debates between ‘structural functionalism’ and its critics in the
1940s and 1950s. Briefly, structural functionalism was a general theory of
society which attempted to understand society as a system with parts or
‘sub-systems’, which functioned to enhance the system as a whole. For
example, in The Social System, Talcott Parsons (1951) identified four sub-
systems (the economy, the polity, the societal or value community, and the
institutions of socialization) and studied their interactions or functions in
relation to the total system. Functionalism attempts to understand social
stratification as part of a social system, which has functional contributions
to make to the functioning and survival of a system. Thus, Parsons (1949)
rejected the Marxist legacy of class analysis as merely a contribution to util-
itarianism, and argued that social stratification had to be seen as a general
system for ranking individuals in terms of general social values. In fact,
social class is the product of the ‘instrumental complex’ (the division of
occupational skills and tasks) and ‘the kinship system’. Social class, for
Parsons, was the plurality of kinship units which share a common position
in the hierarchy of occupations and prestige. Parsons rejected Marx’s
emphasis on the market in favour of an occupational analysis of class posi-
tion, recognized that it is the family and its members which is classified in
class and prestige terms, and claimed that stratification ‘is to an important
degree an integrating structure in the social system’ (Parsons, 1949: 21).

The functionalist approach to class was, however, given its most deci-
sive statement by K. Davis and W.E. Moore (1945) in ‘Some principles of
stratification’. They argued that in every society some tasks are more
important and more difficult than others. In order that these positions can
be filled by people with appropriate talent and ability, there are differential
rewards (in terms of salaries, conditions of employment and prestige)
attached to different positions. The training and education of individuals
for these crucial tasks takes time and some sacrifice from individuals is
required to undertake this training. In return, these individuals are later
rewarded for their educational training in terms of higher salaries and
status. Thus, social stratification functions to ensure that the most talented
and highly trained people are attracted to the most difficult and important
social tasks through competition and social mobility. Whereas Marx had
seen class as a dynamic of social conflict in a system which was funda-
mentally unjust, and whereas Weber had seen class as a strategy of social
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closure, American structural functionalists analysed social class in terms of
its positive contributions to the social differentiation of society through
occupational mobility and job competition.

The so-called ‘functionalist theory of social stratification’ produced a
long and productive debate within sociology which dominated theoretical
developments in the 1950s and 1960s. Critics of Parsons argued that struc-
tural functionalism was inherently conservative in its politics, that it pro-
vided a thinly disguised justification for occupational inequalities which
depended on inherited wealth and not on natural talent, and that func-
tionalism was incoherent as a theory because it could not produce an objec-
tive measure of the function of a sub-system other than the survival of the
system itself. C. Wright Mills, one of the strongest critics of Parsons, pro-
duced a series of critical studies of American society in White Collar (1951)
and The Power Elite (1956), which were based on the sociology of Max
Weber. With his colleague, Hans Gerth, Mills contributed to the introduc-
tion of Weberian ideas about power and conflict into American sociology
as an antidote to functionalism. In The Sociological Imagination (Mills, 1959)
he also condemned Parsons’s theoretical style as ‘grand theory’ which he
claimed was unnecessarily obscure and dense. These intellectual conflicts
in sociology produced an intellectual clarification of the problems sur-
rounding the analysis of class and broke down some of the differences
between European and American perspectives. Despite Parsons’s death in
1979, the intellectual conflict over critical and functionalist orientations
continues in, for example, ‘neo-functionalist’ approaches which attempt,
among other things, to build into traditional functionalism assumptions
about conflict and change (Alexander, 1985).

Conclusion

In general terms, we can regard early sociology as an extended and critical
commentary on classical economic theory, in particular a critique of the
individualistic assumptions of economic theory. The sociological analysis
of class also grew out of this engagement with economic theory via Marx’s
attacks on Smith and Bentham, and Weber’s contribution to the debate
about marginalism (Holton and Turner, 1989). In 1942, Schumpeter
(1987: 13) noted in Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy that ‘Economists had
been strangely slow in recognizing the phenomenon of social classes. Of
course they always classified the agents whose interplay produced the
processes they dealt with. But these classes were simply individuals that
displayed some common character.’ The contribution of Marx and Weber
was to lay bare the actual structure and coherence of classes as collective
historical agents. This sociology of class also eventually produced detailed
studies of what we might call the ‘mentality’ of different classes, of which
Werner Sombart’s The Quintessence of Capitalism (1915) is a fine example. In
retrospect, sociologists have been less successful in showing systematically
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how cultural and economic dimensions of social stratification relate to each
other in such concepts as status, caste and class. 

Behind the technical discussion of class, there is an ethical issue about
the nature of social inequality in capitalist democracies. Indeed for some
writers there is an inevitable tension between the idea of a democracy
(with its assumptions about equality) and a capitalist system (which is
based on class difference). Sociologists have developed two broad
approaches to this tension. They have taken the view that, while there is
class inequality in capitalism, there is sufficient social mobility to prevent
class divisions turning into caste divisions, that is the system remains open
because people of talent can move into positions of authority. In American
sociology, P. Sorokin’s Social Mobility (1927) and P. Davidson’s and
H. Anderson’s Occupational Mobility in an American Community (1937) are
obvious illustrations. Alternatively, they have, following T.H. Marshall,
argued that in democratic capitalism the institutions of citizenship (legal
rights, political rights and welfare arrangements) work to limit the nega-
tive effects of the market and the class system. These two approaches are
not incompatible, because social mobility from the working class into the
middle class may depend heavily on state investment in a mass education
system. The study of social class, therefore, is not only an indicator of
the progress of sociology, but also a reflection on the changing nature of
capitalism itself.
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CHAPTER 13

THE SOCIOLOGY AND
ANTHROPOLOGY OF THE FAMILY

lntroduction: Defining the Family

The family, which in this chapter is employed as an abbreviation to cover
the entire discussion of family organizations, kinship relations, domestic or
household structures and friendship networks, is a fundamental and com-
plex component of all human societies. The family is obviously concerned
with the organization of sexual relations and the reproduction of the
human species through the processes of (legitimate) mating and procre-
ation, but its functions also extend to the organization of economic produc-
tion, the social division of labour, the (re)distribution of property, the
transfer of culture, the training (or socialization) of children and the provi-
sion of personal services such as the care of the elderly. The family as an
institution lies at the interface of nature and culture, because it is funda-
mentally concerned with certain elementary biological functions (birth
and death), but it is also a major vehicle for the transfer of culture. The
family is also part of the apparatus of social control in human societies
(Thomas, 1898).

The definition of the family is correspondingly complex and contro-
versial. For the purpose of this introductory analysis, we may define the
family as

a group of interacting persons who recognize a relationship with each other
based on common parentage, marriage and/or adoption. Some authors
attempt to define ‘family’ in terms of function, but the functions of families
vary in different societies, and there is no central function that all societies
grant to the family.

(Rose, 1968: 203)

The importance of this definition is that it notes that, while biological
relations are important in defining family membership, the real issue is the
recognition of a familial relationship. In the sociology of the family and
kinship, we have therefore to recognize the dual significance of ‘blood’ and
‘marriage’. While a blood relationship is formed by an act of sexual inter-
course which results in off-spring, marriage is a consequence of the legal
relationships which exist between people who are joined by a formal
marriage ceremony or ritual; marriage is an institution which ultimately regu-
lates and legitimizes sexual intercourse. While marriage can be terminated
through separation and divorce, it is assumed that ‘blood’ relations cannot



be so disposed of. This distinction lies behind the notion that ‘blood is
thicker than water’, namely that the obligations of blood cannot be easily
ignored, denied or neglected.

While this distinction suggests unambiguously that ‘blood’ and
‘marriage’ represent a simple dichotomy between ‘nature’ and ‘culture’, on
closer inspection this distinction is more complex, because it is the recog-
nition of a blood relationship rather than an actual relationship which is
important. Thus, ‘kinship is a social interpretation of natural phenomena
rather than the natural phenomena themselves’ (Allan, 1979: 32). In pre-
modern societies, for example, without the assistance of DNA testing, it
was almost impossible to prove fatherhood. In feudal societies, where
marriage was a treaty between landholding families, the emphasis on pri-
mogeniture (inheritance by the first-born male child) resulted in endless
disputes about paternity. These arrangements partly explain the impor-
tance of chastity and virginity in young brides (Duby, 1978). Here again,
from a legal point of view, it was recognition of de jure descent rather than
de facto biological connections which was at stake.

We might therefore provide a more elaborate account of the family by
reference to a list of characteristics of the family which were outlined in
Robert MacIver’s famous textbook on sociology (MacIver, 1937: 197). A
family involves:

1 a mating relationship;
2 a form of marriage or other institutional arrangement in accordance

with which the mating relation is established and maintained;
3 a system of nomenclature, involving also a mode of reckoning descent;
4 some economic needs associated with childbearing and child rearing;

and generally 
5 a common habitation, home or household, which, however, may not be

exclusive to the family group.

William J. Goode (1959: 188–9), one of the leading twentieth-century
sociologists of the family, provides a similar but more sophisticated list of
‘quasi-variables’ which are:

1 fertility (which may be high or low); 
2 status placement of members in stratification system (in terms of

ascribed and achieved places);
3 biological maintenance or the distributive system internal to the family;
4 socialization (in terms of the degree and effectiveness of obligations

towards children);
5 emotional maintenance (or the psychodynamic input–output balance

of emotional security for the individual); and
6 social control (the extent of sexual control over both adults and

children).
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From these characteristics, we can observe that the family has important
economic functions (in the production of goods and services through the
household), social functions (through the reproduction of children) and
political functions (in establishing, for example, legitimate patterns of
inheritance). Given the importance of the family to the organization of
society as a whole, we may note that political anxieties about social order
and political authority are often displaced on to the family. For example, in
the seventeenth century political anxiety about the authority and legiti-
macy of the monarchy was focused on the question of authority within the
household. Sir Robert Filmer in his Patriarcha: A Defence of the Natural
Powers of the Kings against the Unnatural Liberty of the People in 1680
expressed an anxiety about the future of the patriarchal principle of
authority against the emergence of individualistic theories of social con-
tract in a period where the stability of the kingdom was seen to be a reflec-
tion of the stability of the family (Schochet, 1975). The psychoanalytic
studies which Sigmund Freud undertook of sexual repression within
the family have often been interpreted by sociologists and historians
as expressions of social contradiction surrounding the Jewish bourgeoisie
in late nineteenth-century Vienna (Shorter, 1994). In the twentieth century,
anxieties about ‘the decline of the nuclear family’ have disguised more
general fears about male–female relationships, heterosexuality, and
the reproduction of the nation as a necessary component of imperialism.
The health of recruits into the army has often been taken as an indicator of
the status of the family as a reproductive unit within civil society and the
school as a training ground for the military. There is therefore an important
nexus between family, state and empire.

The possible erosion of the nuclear family has been a persistent feature
of twentieth-century social policy which has been reflected in sociology in
the debate about the decline of the nuclear family. Talcott Parsons’s argu-
ment about the isolation of the nuclear family (Parsons, 1943; Parsons and
Bales, 1955) has been much criticized, but it is generally recognized that the
modern family is small rather than extended, separate from major eco-
nomic activities and specialized around the provision of intimacy and
affection; as a result it is also exposed to dissolution through the availabil-
ity of ‘divorce on demand’. However, there is no widespread evidence to
suggest that the family is disappearing from modern society, but there is
ample comparative evidence of significant social change, if not crisis in
kinship and familial relationships.

Universalism of the Family

Disputes about the definition of the family are not entirely productive or
necessarily important. Establishing an agreement about the meaning of
‘the family’ may be significant where one is interested in the questions:
is the family universal, or is the family peculiar to a particular type of
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society? The debate about the universality of the family was important in
the nineteenth century when social theorists like Friedrich Engels (1942) in
his Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State in 1884 argued, fol-
lowing the work of L.H. Morgan, that the nuclear or bourgeois family
was a peculiar product of a capitalist economy with its emphasis on pri-
vate property and individualism. The nuclear family involved systematic
inequality between husband and wife, the patriarchal authority of the
father; it was a form of legalized prostitution, which, for the sake of prop-
erty transfers through legitimate heirs, also involved a ‘double standard’
whereby male respectability was based on an extensive system of mis-
tresses and brothels. The bourgeois family would disappear with the revo-
lutionary overthrow of bourgeois capitalism. Engels’s thesis has been both
criticized and admired in contemporary social theory (Barrett and
McIntosh, 1991).

In 1949 George Peter Murdock, on the basis of the study of 500 societies,
concluded that the family was a social group which performed essential
functions in society and was based on residence, common economic activ-
ities, which involved co-operation, and biological reproduction. The family
was composed of adults, with a socially approved sexual relationship, and
one or more children, who could be either the natural or adopted children
of the couple. Murdock concluded that no society in human history

has succeeded in finding an adequate substitute for the nuclear family to
which it might transfer these functions. It is highly doubtful whether any
society will ever succeed in such an attempt, Utopian proposals for the abo-
lition of the family to the contrary notwithstanding.

(1949: 11)

Studies of Utopian experiments which attempted to replace or change the
nature of the family have produced complex evidence on the nature and
functions of familial relations in the Soviet Union (Geiger, 1960) and in
Israeli society, where, through the development of collectivist strategies in
the agricultural communes, it was assumed that the family would disap-
pear. The kibbutz in Israel was a cooperative agricultural settlement in
which the family was to be replaced by common care and protection of
offspring. It has been argued that over time the collective familial structure
of the kibbutz declined and was replaced by the typical nuclear family
system (Spiro, 1963; Talman, 1972).

The historical evidence points to the resilience of the small family
group as a ‘private’ institution for reproduction. However, these argu-
ments presuppose a common and consistent definition of ‘the family’
across cultures and through time. Some feminist historians, by contrast,
have argued that the real core of the family is in fact the mother–child rela-
tionship which is consistent across time, that the ‘father’ does not have to
be the biological father and that the father is, in any case, typically absent
from this unit. Murdock’s account of the family assumed a consensus
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of values on the division of labour within the family and assumed
considerable domestic harmony. By contrast, the modern family in indus-
trial societies is characterized by high divorce rates, extensive involvement
of women in the labour force, and significant numbers of couples who
choose to live in semi-permanent relationships without a marriage ritual
and who prefer to remain voluntarily childless.

In contemporary sociology, this discussion of the universality of the
family is no longer regarded as important, and analysis has become more
preoccupied with the relationship between the private and the public arena,
the role of intimacy and affection in social relationships, the impact of
reproductive technology and genetic engineering on marriage and family
relationships, and the transformation of sexuality through social move-
ments such as the women’s movement and gay liberation. Sociologists are
no longer concerned with evolutionary approaches to the history of the
family. Their attention is turned instead to studies of changing sexual rela-
tionships in modern society and their impact on the family, for example on
the consequences of transsexualism, lesbian and homosexual marriages,
surrogate parenting and voluntary childlessness. In general, evolutionary
paradigms are thought to be speculative and general. Contemporary family
studies are more likely to be concerned with specific issues relating to
fatherhood (Coltrane, 1996), childbearing (Ribbens, 1994) or family values
(Stacey, 1960).

Before addressing the specific nature of twentieth-century studies of
the family, I wish to outline the general dimensions of the history of family
studies. I have already suggested that, given the importance of the family
to the social structure as a whole, the analysis of the family has always
reflected the broad debates of any given epoch. Concerns for the family
and its future have followed the general contours of the debate about the
rise of industrial society, which is urban, secular and capitalist. Generally
speaking, the sociology of the family is concerned to understand the place
(or function) of the family within the social structure of industrial society;
in a more dynamic mode, sociology wants to understand the impact of
processes of modernization on the family. These interests have formed the
parameters within which the study of the family developed.

A History of the Anthropology and Sociology of the Family

The sociology of the family, which developed in the late nineteenth century
for example with Emile Durkheim’s lectures and essays on the sociology of
the conjugal family in 1888 (Traugott, 1978), emerged in a context where
there already existed considerable anthropological fieldwork on kinship
systems in the non-western world. The study of kinship and family is a
highly developed and important dimension of anthropology (Kroeber,
1909; Malinowski, 1930; Radcliffe-Brown, 1941; Tylor, 1889). However,
while there is widespread agreement as to the obvious importance of the



family to social structure, the founding theorists of sociology, apart from
Durkheim (Davy, 1925) and W.I. Thomas (1902), strangely neglected the
sociology of the family. Max Weber, Vilfredo Pareto and Georg Simmel
made no direct contribution through theory or research (Goode, 1959), and
it was not until Talcott Parsons’s sociology of youth, ageing and the family
that mainstream American sociology made a significant contribution to the
theoretical analysis of the family. There were, of course, important empiri-
cal studies of family life in the United States, but empirical research on the
family in the first half of the twentieth century was driven primarily by a
practical focus on social problems and by a policy imperative to find solu-
tions to family breakdown, domestic violence and single-parent house-
holds. There were a number of classics provided within this framework
such as E. Groves and W. Ogburn (1928) American Marriage and Family
Relations, M. Nimkoff (1934) The Family and E. Burgess and L. Cottrell
(1939) Predicting Success or Failure in Marriage. W. Ogburn and M. Nimkoff
(1955) in Technology and the Changing Family made an important contribu-
tion to the sociological analysis of the impact of technology, especially elec-
tronic technology, on the development of the modern family.

In Europe prior to the publication of Ferdinand Tönnies’s Gemeinschaft
und Gesellschaft (1957) in 1887, the major works of the nineteenth century
on family issues were John F. McLennan’s Primitive Marriage (1865), Pierre
Frederic LePlay’s Les Ouvriers Européens of 1855 (LePlay, 1877–9) and
L.H. Morgan’s ‘Systems of consanguinity and affinity of the human family’
(Morgan, 1871) and followed by Ancient Society (1877). The ethnographic,
historical and anthropological study of marriage was also influenced by
Edward A. Westermarck’s scholarly works such as The History of Human
Marriage (1901), A Short History of Marriage (1926) and The Future of
Marriage in Western Civilization (1936).

Early theories of the family and kinship were inspired by the clash
between western culture and ‘primitive society’ in the expansion of
western colonialism and settlement, especially in the nineteenth century. In
particular, cultural interaction between white settlement and aboriginal
societies in North America and Australia produced the earliest theories of
the family which were typically couched in an evolutionary paradigm,
especially one derived from Social Darwinism. Thus, Morgan’s research
was strongly influenced by white encounters with the native Americans.
As a lawyer in upstate New York, Morgan was interested in the Iroquois
communities. From these preliminary studies, he derived a ‘conjectural
history’ of civil society as an evolutionary progress out of the family which
he divided into monogamous and group family structures. He believed
that the evolution of the family from promiscuity to monogamy was
driven by a moral and progressive impulse. In the late nineteenth century,
studies of Australian Aboriginal family and kinship structures inspired
work by F. Galton, N.W. Thomas, Carl Nicolai Starcke, Bronislaw
Malinowski and many others. Evidence from studies of Aboriginal
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communities was thought to be useful in establishing, through
contemporary fieldwork, a view of family life in ‘primitive societies’ from
the earliest times. Starcke’s Die primitive Familie in ihrer Enstehung und
Entwicklung in 1888 and translated into English in 1889 (Starcke, 1976) was
critical of the methodology and lack of genuine evidence in the work of
J.F. McLennan and L.H. Morgan. McLennan’s Primitive Marriage: inquiry
into the origin of the form of capture in marriage ceremonies (1865) constructed
an evolutionary picture of marriage from promiscuity through matrilineal
groups, female infanticide, local exogamy, polyandry, patriliny and finally
the modern family. Starcke criticized both theorists for accepting an
implicit view of sexuality as an undifferentiated instinct which offered
thereby a psychological explanation of social evolution. Starcke argued
that concepts of blood-kinship played no part in the organization of primi-
tive marriage and that there was no evidence for early promiscuity. He
rejected the notion that incest prohibitions could be based on shared bio-
logical assumptions across cultures and history. Starcke attempted to
explain early familial structures in terms of economic co-operation and
organization. The study of non-western kinship structures remained an
important part of both anthropological and sociological research in the
development of a comparative understanding of marriage and kinship
(Eggan, 1937; Mathews, 1900; Rivers, 1968).

Theories of Matriarchy

The family has been seen as a critical component of civilized life, with its
emphasis on co-operation, sharing and protection of life. This idealized
view of the family contrasts with militarism, the state and private property.
We have already seen that in Engels’s theory of the family patriarchy, prop-
erty and the state were important stages in human evolution, but they also
had significant negative features, when compared with (Utopian) perspec-
tives on primitive society. The notion that the rise of military, patriarchal
society destroyed an earlier, matriarchal and communal society without
private property became a popular theme of early sociology.

Robert Briffault published The Mothers (1927) in which he argued that
the mind was a social and not a biological product and that the character-
istics of the human mind, which distinguishes us from animals, were the
consequence of a maternal instinct. The transmission of civilization is
dependent, not on biological reproduction, but on social reproduction, that
is the socialization of the child, which is traditionally the responsibility of
the mother. The intelligence of the human species requires a long gestation
and extensive cultural socialization. Briffault assumed that education was
a feminine responsibility and thus concluded that women were primarily
responsible for the historical shaping of human institutions. Following the
investigations of McLennan, Morgan and William Robertson Smith,
Briffault argued that the principal conclusions of social anthropology were
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that the kinship unit is the fundamental building block of society and that
women are the principal agents of the shaping of pre-historical societies.
Against the prevailing theories of early society which claimed that patri-
archy is the earliest principle of social arrangements, Briffault established
a theory of matriarchy which claimed, not that women ruled such societies,
but that feminine principles of social organization were dominant.

Although Briffault’s work was criticized (Westermarck, 1934), patri-
archy remained a popular conceptual framework for understanding the
family in the early part of the twentieth century. The concept of matriarchy
played an important ideological role in feminist and socialist criticisms of
capitalism, aggression and private property. Matriarchal societies were
seen to offer an important set of alternative principles for social organ-
ization. In fact these debates often repeated earlier socialist criticisms of the
family since the time of the French Revolution, for example in the work of
Charles Fourier and Friedrich Engels (Zaretsky, 1976). In Germany, these
debates were taken up by Johann Jakob Bachofen in his theory of ‘mother-
right’ (Das Mutterrecht). The idea of matriarchy was that, before capitalism,
law was based, not on impersonal and abstract notions, but on the experi-
ence and tradition of community, which in turn was rooted in the family
and the civilizing role of the mother. His ideas were explored by Marianne
Weber and recognized as subversive by Tönnies.

Discussion of the historical role of matriarchy was also embraced by
radical social movements in Germany which championed erotic love over
the conformist values of the bourgeois family. Matriarchy was now associ-
ated with the idea of free love before the rise of ascetic capitalism with its
emphasis on personal restraint and the family as a regulation of erotic
desire. Otto Gross, building on Nietzsche, Bachofen and Freud, proclaimed
the therapeutic importance of free love and his ideas were influential in the
development of the bourgeois wing of the German feminist movement
(Schwentker, 1987). The debate about matriarchy in the women’s move-
ment in Germany reflected anxieties about the survival of the family in a
period when women were entering the labour force in increasing numbers,
but it also brought into the foreground issues about female sexuality and
civilization which were fundamental to Sigmund Freud’s analysis of the
repression of desire, the growth of neurotic illness and the internal contra-
dictions of bourgeois family life.

A number of Freud’s major works were concerned with the dynamic
relationships between civilization and sexual control. Freud’s ‘historical’
works on totemism, monotheism and civilization present an account of
how the development of civilization requires the regulation and subordi-
nation of sexual drives (the id). In the life of the individual, there is a
constant struggle between these biological forces (the id), culture (the super
ego) and the self (ego). The role of psychoanalysis is to expose these con-
tradictions through the process of the talking therapy, whereby the patient
might learn to live with his or her past (or the unconscious). Many critics
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of Freud have suggested that he did not develop an adequate theory of the
family, because his approach was committed to the notion of the isolated
individual rather than of individuals in families (Poster, 1978).

Nevertheless, Freud generated a range of issues and ideas which have
influenced the subsequent evolution of family therapy and child psycho-
logy. For example, the controversial notion of the Oedipus complex and
child sexuality have become an essential component in the modern analy-
sis of the sexual dynamics of the family. Freud argued that the child’s first
sexual experiences are at the mother’s breast and that the mother becomes
the first object of sexual attraction and jealousy, resulting in animosity
towards the father. In his early work with Josef Breuer, the clinical analysis
of hysteria resulted in the theory that hysteria represented submerged feel-
ings of sexuality which were released by the patient during hysterical fits. 

Freud’s ideas were important in the development of the sociology of
the family. For example, Parsons adopted Freud to show that the Oedipus
taboo was crucial if children were to leave the home and enter into the
labour force and establish their own families. The Oedipus taboo and
exogamy rules were important in driving children out of the home to form
new alliances through exogamous marriages.

Freud’s research in general pointed to the importance of family stabil-
ity for the mental health of the growing child. The conflicts and stress
within the family created a poor psychological environment for the grow-
ing child. Indeed John Bowlby (1953) developed a theory of ‘maternal
deprivation’ to explain mental illness in later life. Bowlby’s investigations
were used by conservative critics to argue that the absence of the working
mother from the home contributed to mental instability in the child.
Bowlby’s strong claims about the role of the parenting for the emotional
stability of the child also suggested that divorce automatically damaged
the child. These notions were challenged by feminist critics on the grounds
that the caring relationship is not an exclusively female function and that
the mental health of the child requires stable and predictable relations with
adults rather than an exclusive dependence on the mother. In fact many
critics of the family have suggested that it is the over-protective and jeal-
ous mother who makes the child’s entrance into adult society traumatic
and difficult. Psychoanalysts attempted to demonstrate how the over-
protective household might cause anorexia in the daughters who could not
reconcile the demands of the parents for obedience and the pressures to
leave home, to become sexually mature and independent (Bruch, 1988).
Radical psychologists referred to this cloistered family as a family ghetto
(Laing, 1964; 1971). In the 1960s and 1970s critical psychologists pro-
claimed ‘the death of the family’ (Cooper, 1972).

The Problems of the Twentieth-Century Family

Sociologists in the twentieth century have been preoccupied with the trou-
bles and difficulties of the family, which are associated with the impact of



industrialization, urbanization and secularization (Davis and Warner, 1937).
Whereas social researchers like Charles Booth, B.S. Rowntree (1902) and
the Webbs had been concerned to study the impact of poverty on the
family, later sociologists came to ask more fundamental questions about
the very survival of the family. William F. Ogburn (1933) suggested that the
family had experienced a profound ‘loss of function’, because many of the
economic needs of individuals were no longer serviced by the family.
Parsons in his ‘The kinship system of the contemporary United States’
(Parsons, 1943) and ‘The American family’ (Parsons and Bales, 1955)
agreed with Ogburn but went on to suggest that the family had been dif-
ferentiated from the wider social structure to become a more specialized
agency as a place of intimacy for child socialization and the nurturing of
personality through socialization. The primary function of the nuclear
family is the socialization of its members and the transmission of the
values of the cultural system. This development was indicated by the iso-
lation of the nuclear family, which was geographically separated in its own
household and isolated in residential terms. Family members work and
play outside the structures of the extended kinship system. Because the
isolated nuclear family is small, this structure can place enormous emo-
tional burdens on members of the family, especially on the mother.

Parsons’s sociology of the family has been extensively criticized. It is
argued that his perspective on the family failed to take family conflict and
disharmony seriously, because it presents an idealized version of middle-
class family life, which is far removed from the realities of the poverty-
stricken families of the urban ghetto. It failed to take account of important
variations in family life in the United States between, for example, black
and white communities (Park, 1913). Against Parsons, many sociologists
(Fletcher, 1966) have argued that the family is still a crucial institution of
modern society, because it is responsible for maintaining the health and
well-being of its members. It is also clear from empirical research that the
nuclear family is deeply embedded in extensive kinship networks and con-
nections (Bott, 1957). It is certainly the case that there are important social
class variations in family and kinship solidarity. The traditional picture of
working-class life in Britain was one of significant geographical stability
and extensive kinship interaction (Stacey, 1960; Tunstall, 1962; Willmott
and Young, 1967), but it is doubtful that these traditional relationships and
community structures have survived urban redevelopment and city mod-
ernization (Allan, 1979). While kinship relations may be much reduced in
modern suburban cultures, the middle class appear to have extensive
friendship networks which may, to some extent, have replaced more con-
ventional kinship ties. There is also some historical evidence to suggest
that the extent of the traditional extended family may also have been exag-
gerated by sociologists (Anderson, 1975). These studies suggest that the
modern family is a modified extended family in which there are important
kinship networks between relatives who do not live with each other, and
also a widespread dependence on non-kin relations for support. It is
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important to realize also that there are a great variety of household forms
in modern society in which the nuclear family is not the most prevalent.
The trend is towards smaller households, more people living together out-
side of marriage, more divorces and more people remarrying, and an
increase in children born outside of marriage.

Conclusion

The principal debate about marriage and family life in the twentieth
century has in retrospect revolved around the so-called romantic love
complex, that is the notion of love is the basic motivation for marriage and
intimacy is the foundation of marital happiness. Through the medieval
period in Europe, there was a tension between passionate love and the
institution of marriage (Rougemont, 1983). Marriage was essentially a con-
tract between families, which was designed to legitimize sexual inter-
course in order to guarantee the continuous ownership and distribution of
property through new generations. In the tradition of courtly love (Lewis,
1936) passionate relations were driven by an irrational romantic attach-
ment, which was the basis of a counter institution, namely adultery.
Modern marriages represent a revolutionary transformation of this tradi-
tional pattern, because they attempt to base marriage on romantic attach-
ment and to maintain marriage on the basis of reciprocal intimacy. There is
an increasing social emphasis on the importance of courtship and dating
behaviour in youth culture (Waller, 1937). Love rather than an economic
partnership or a familial alliance becomes the sole justification for marriage,
following a romantic courtship (Luhmann, 1986).

It is assumed that this emphasis on romantic love places major
emotional burdens on the married couple, because they are committed to
fulfilling high expectations of intimacy and sexual gratification (Thomas,
1908). This emphasis on sincerity, trust and emotional satisfaction results,
paradoxically, in widespread marital unhappiness and high divorce rates,
because it is difficult to achieve these norms of romantic intimacy in a
period where the majority of women have entered the labour force, where
the grounds for divorce are very broad and where early marriage and life
expectancy combine to make multiple marriages in a single life course
demographically possible. The result is a paradoxical situation of high
rates of marriage, high incidence of adultery, high levels of remarriage, and
extensive intra-familial conflict across generations (Davis, 1940). The com-
plexity of modern patterns of love, intimacy and marriage has been
described as ‘chaotic’ (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 1990).

This interpretation of the modern marriage as a ‘transformation of inti-
macy’ (Giddens, 1992) has been the dominant theme of contemporary
sociology, where the ideal of a ‘pure relationship’ of love rather than cal-
culation is seen to be the historical outcome of the rise of the romantic love
complex, the quest for a democratic relationship in marriage by the



women’s movement, the critique of traditional double standards in
marriage by feminism, and the emphasis on intimacy which is associated
with gay and lesbian politics. Although these features – equality, intimacy
and sincerity – are important values in modern marriage, it should be
recalled that this account of the modern marriage has its antecedents in the
notion of the ‘companionate’ marriage from an earlier period. In the
United States, the companionate relationship was seen to be the emerging
pattern of marriage in the 1930s. It was defined as a state of lawful wed-
lock, which was entered into for the sake of intimate companionship rather
than for the procreation of children (Nimkoff, 1934). Such a relationship
was associated with social and geographical mobility, with a leisured life-
style referred to as ‘hotel living’, and with social transcience. Indeed, such
a relationship was termed the ‘hotel family’ (Hayner, 1927). These compan-
ionate relations were assumed to be increasing, with the result that the
family was evolving from an institution to companionship (Burgess and
Locke, 1953).

Of course, companionate love assumes that adequate contraception is
available to prevent companionate childlessness becoming a conventional
family. As N.S. Hayner (1927) pointed out, the companionate relationship
will become ‘orthodox’ in the absence of conscious and successful family
limitation. The evolution of intimacy and the emphasis on sexual satisfac-
tion in the twentieth century have followed closely on the evolution of effec-
tive contraception, the availability of legal abortion, governmental support
of childcare institutions and the employment of women. The separation of
economic activities and reproduction within the family is the most signifi-
cant social change in family life, which is the structural basis for the
companionate relationship. Where reproduction under a system of primo-
geniture is the principal means of economic accumulation across genera-
tions, there will be a tendency to exert close control over women to ensure
security and stability of inheritance. In such a system women are expected
to be virgins on marriage and the sole function of the mother is to produce
a reliable lineage of males. Such a system of patriarchy is particularly
important for the monarchy and hence the politics of the court was orga-
nized around such matters as marriage alliances, the production of a male
heir to the throne, and the (official) fidelity of the partners. In the modern
family, the nexus between economic accumulation and legitimate repro-
duction has been broken by the modernization of the economy, the bank-
ing system and the laws of inheritance. It is this separation, which was
recognized by Parsons in his analysis of the isolation of the nuclear family,
that produces the conditions under which the romantic love complex can
flourish. The survival of the family in the twentieth and twenty-first cen-
turies will depend on its place in this romantic love complex as a social
arrangement for the satisfaction of sincerity, security and companionship
rather than as an institution which exists to produce children and to
orchestrate domestic economic activity.
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CHAPTER 14

THE SOCIOLOGY OF GENERATIONS
(WITH RON EYERMAN)

Introduction

It is generally recognized that Karl Mannheim introduced the concept of
‘generation’ as a viable addition to the analysis of social stratification in
modern sociology in his ‘The problem of generations’ in an essay in the
Kölner Vierteljahrshefte für Soziologie in 1928–9 (Mannheim, 1952). The con-
cept was formulated as part of his broader programme for a sociology of
knowledge and was an element of Mannheim’s theoretical strategy to
understand the ‘existential basis of knowledge’ by the use of concepts
other than social class. It was also part of Mannheim’s search for an alter-
native theory of social change to Marxism with its traditional episte-
mology, materialist definitions of interests, and narrow focus on economic
class as a causal mechanism of social change (DeMartini, 1985). In particu-
lar, Mannheim employed the concept of generation to study the growth of
conservative thought in modern societies (Mannheim, 1986) and the idea
of generational differences subsequently worked its way into the conven-
tional sociological lexicon. The contemporary sociological literature on
generations is divided into (1) studies of generational experiences of major
historical disruptions such as warfare and migration; (2) research on gen-
erational differences in cultural experience and consumerism; (3) studies of
generational cohorts in terms of intellectual traditions and political per-
spectives; and (4) sociological analyses of specific generations such as the
Lucky Generation or the Sixties. Thus the concept has been used produc-
tively to study generational differences, for example by Richard Wohl
(1979) in his study of the First World War, by David Wyatt (1993) in his
research on the Vietnam War and American culture, by T.M.S. Evens (1995)
in a study of conflict on a kibbutz, by Anne Coombs (1996) in her study of
the post-war Sydney generation, and by Jaff Schatz (1991) on the rise and
fall of generational elites. Edmund Wilson (1993) in his autobiographical
memories has provided a highly personal interpretation of the intellectual,
political and artistic development of the Sixties. Alexander Bloom (1986)
conducted a historical study of the first and second generation of
New York intellectuals in terms of their accommodation to American soci-
ety and the emergence of a distinctive social science tradition. The concept
of generation has been routinely applied in the study of youth cultures and
their impact on popular culture (Frith, 1984).

Although the notion of generational differences is widely accepted
in contemporary sociology, generally speaking the fruitfulness of the



concept has yet to be fully explored and appreciated in the sociological
mainstream. There is little theoretical elaboration of the notion of genera-
tion and its relevance for cultural sociology. There are few significant the-
oretical contributions in modern sociology to the development of the
theory of generations, apart from S.N. Eisenstadt’s From Generation to
Generation (1956). There is a clear awareness that generational experiences
(of migration, persecution, and extermination) have been profoundly sig-
nificant in the shaping of intellectual movements in for example the
New York intellectuals. Daniel Bell has described the mood of three gener-
ations in The End of Ideology (1960) in which Jewish intellectuals in particu-
lar were shaped by the Depression, the rise of Hitler and fascism, the
Nazi–Soviet Pact and the Holocaust. While ethnicity and class clearly
influenced the New York Jewish intellectuals, there was also a definite
sense of generational uniqueness and specificity (Podhoretz, 1967).

Although there is a literature on the sociology of generations, it is typi-
cally implicit rather than explicit. Our approach in this chapter is concerned
with the cultural dimensions of generational membership rather than with
the political sociology of elites and generations. This chapter provides the
theoretical background to an international study of post-war generations
being undertaken by the authors from the perspective of generational dif-
ferences in national cultures and personal experience of traumatic events
(such as conscription, peace movements and warfare).

Generation: A Working Definition

By and large the concepts which surround the idea of social class may be
directly appropriated by a sociology of generations, producing a range of
notions such as generational conflict, generational mobility and genera-
tional ideologies. One may conceptualize generational cultures in the same
way as one now speaks about ‘class cultures’ or ‘occupational cultures’.
Generations, like social classes in Weberian sociology, are organized in
terms of social closure to maximize access to resources for their members.
Social closure is a strategy for controlling resources in a context of compe-
tition by defining membership by reference to some (arbitrary) principle of
inclusion/exclusion such as skin colour or age (Weber, 1978: 341–3). How-
ever, one way of identifying the important differences between social class
and generation would be through the problem of time and duration. In the
sociology of generations, it is important to distinguish between ‘contem-
poraries’ (those who happen to be alive at the same time) and ‘coevals’
(those who are the same age). Thus, the issues of time, temporal identity
and collective memory can be said to lie at the core of the sociological
issues relating to class. A generation involves the organization of collective
memory (Schwartz, 1996).

Following the work of Anthony Giddens (1984) one can also consider
generations as social cohorts stretched over time. Although a generation
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might be arbitrarily defined in terms of years of origination, this definition
of generations gains sociological substance once we direct our attention to
the problem of the final termination of a generational cohort as its
members evolve through a process of retirement, physical decline and
death. While there are clearly social class memories, as for example in
Zygmunt Bauman’s Memories of Class (1982), our aim is to understand how
generations are constituted through the institutionalization of memory
through collective rituals and narratives. Intergenerational differences
(‘the lucky generation’, ‘Sixties people’ or ‘the generation of 1914’) are
identified by reference primarily to time, because it is periodization which
uniquely encapsulates the strategic opportunities and difficulties that
attach to specific generational cohorts. In particular, we argue that genera-
tional cultures become embodied in their cultural dispositions (dress, lan-
guage and emblems) and the postures of individuals (walk, dance
preferences and songs). We attempt to develop such an approach to gener-
ational embodiments of culture by the adoption and appropriation of
Pierre Bourdieu’s sociology of culture, and more specifically his related
notions of habitus and hexis (Bourdieu, 1977; 1984; 1990).

We shall define generation initially as a cohort of persons passing
through time who come to share a common habitus, hexis and culture, a
function of which is to provide them with a collective memory that serves
to integrate the cohort over a finite period of time. Such a definition draws
special attention to the idea of a shared or collective cultural field (of emo-
tions, attitudes, preferences and dispositions) and a set of embodied prac-
tices (of sport and leisure activities), that is, it identifies the importance of
collective memory in creating a generational culture or tradition. We are
also concerned with the issue of the management of generational resources
over space and time. In addition to sharing a common collective culture, a
generation may be conceived as a cohort which has a peculiar and strate-
gic access to collective resources and which, through rituals of exclusion
(Parkin, 1979), preserves not only its individual cultural identity, but
excludes other generational cohorts from access to cultural capital and
material resources generally. For example, the generation of 1945, while
dispersed through social space, needs to maintain a collective access to
resources, but more important, in order to sustain itself it must reflexively
produce a generational memory which articulates its control over cultural
capital via collective rituals and ceremonial practices. Here such recurring
phenomena as the nostalgic recreation of style and the attempt to relive
‘significant events’ from the past, as in the recent example of the Woodstock
Anniversary concerts or the revival of early Beatles songs, can be given
sociological content. It can be suggested that taste in music or clothing has
strategic value, even where this might be unacknowledged by both the
producers and consumers of such items.

Although generations, like classes, exercise strategic exclusion, because
individuals within generations may typically reproduce themselves
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through marriage and the creation of families, the moral issues of exchange
emerge through notions of justice in terms of intergenerational exchanges,
normally through patterns of inheritance. This issue of intergenerational
relationships introduces the idea of the political economy of generations,
as Evens’s study of conflict between fathers and sons introduced a moral
economy into the problem of generations (Evens, 1995). There is of course
an important reciprocity between generations as, for example, parents
eventually hand over the familial and collective property to new cohorts.
This approach to generations would draw heavily upon existing social
gerontology within which an exchange framework has been developed to
account for shifts in responsibility and duties between different genera-
tional groups (Dowd, 1984; Turner, 1996). Why and how these exchanges
take place between generations is still to some extent unclear but genera-
tional relations are often organized around the concept of duty and oblig-
ation whereby in exchange for their lifetime of work and social
involvement, older generations may expect to receive a substantial benefit
from society in terms of retirement pensions and other collective forms of
security. There are of course important variations here to do with the eco-
nomic framework within which different generations come into existence,
integrate into society and then fragment and disappear. The 1945 genera-
tion is interesting because, arising in a period of post-war prosperity, this
generation has experienced very high levels of employment and material
benefit. By contrast younger generations entering the labour market in the
1980s and 1990s have been faced with a much more difficult labour market
characterized by flexibility, casualization and fragmentation. Within this
context of generations and resources, the current debate about retirement
becomes very important. Retirement as an institution emerged as a benefit
to workers who could look forward to a period of enforced leisure after a
life-cycle of work provided they had an accumulation of benefits within a
general system of social security. In the contemporary debate about
welfare and citizenship, compulsory retirement is now often associated
with ageism and with a particularistic response to age cohorts. Further-
more from the point of view of management, a fixed notion of retirement
contradicts the search for more flexible modes of employment. Retirement
has a very direct relationship to the level of unemployment in society, par-
ticularly unemployment amongst young workers. The struggle to remove
retirement, while often couched within the discourse of human rights and
social justice, may also contain an important element of intergenerational
conflict and violence whereby prosperous older generations seek to main-
tain their control over the labour market by excluding younger groups
from premature entry into full-time employment. These considerations
provide us with yet another way of defining generation as a social cohort
passing through time which as a result enjoys a strategic ensemble of
life chances with respect to scarce resources of both a material and
cultural character (Dahrendorf, 1979). We may expect therefore that
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intergenerational conflict will express itself in terms of a variety of resources.
The struggle over labour markets, capital investments and salaries is a
rather obvious feature of the political economy of generations, but there
will be other struggles for cultural icons, national identity and various
forms of cultural capital.

Pierre Bourdieu (1993a) treats generations and ageing as phenomena
which are socially constructed by the conflict over resources (both eco-
nomic and cultural) within a given field; each social field has its own spe-
cific ‘laws of ageing’. What one generation has struggled to achieve may be
regarded by subsequent generations as irrelevant and unimportant; this
results in ‘many clashes between systems of aspirations formed in differ-
ent periods’ (Bourdieu, 1993a: 99). Anti-youth sentiment grows out of this
clash of aspirations, especially among declining social groups who see
their power being overtaken by younger cohorts. Generally, old people are
anti-youth for the simple reason that ‘old age is also a social decline’
(Bourdieu, 1993a: 100). The strategy of social closure of the older genera-
tions must be to delay the time at which they hand over power, for exam-
ple by creating hurdles to success. Bourdieu has shown how these
strategies work in the educational field where credentialism functions to
protect the assets of senior generational cohorts. He argues, however, that
the university crisis of May 1968 was in fact a crisis of academic genera-
tions not in the sense of age but in the sense of modes of generational qual-
ifications, that is in terms of aggregation (Bourdieu, 1988). In the literary
field, the competition for prestige is so intense that the life of an ‘artistic
generation’ tends to be very brief as one style replaces another in a rhythm
of literary fashion (Bourdieu, 1993b: 52–3). The ‘neo’ style replaces the
‘paleo’ with alarming speed as new products emerge in the literary market-
place. In these examples, we can see how Bourdieu has successfully, but
implicitly, applied many of Weber’s notions of social closure to cultural
production, in which ‘generation’ is a key variable.

Cultural Dimensions of Generation

We can now offer a more complete cultural definition of generation.
Following the research of David Wyatt (1993) in Out of the Sixties, a gener-
ation is constituted by:

1 a ‘traumatic event’ (such as a civil war, natural catastrophe or assassi-
nation of a political leader);

2 a set of cultural or political mentors which stands in an adversarial
relation to the dominant culture and which gives articulation to the
traumatic event;

3 a dramatic shift in demography which influences the distribution of
resources in a society;

4 a ‘privileged interval’ which connects a generation into a cycle of success
and failure (for example from the Progressive Era to the Depression);
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5 the creation of sacred space wherein sacred places (Greenwich Village,
Paris, or Woodstock) sustain a collective memory of utopia; and

6 the notion of the ‘Happy Few’ who provide mutual support for indi-
viduals who are accepted as bona fide members of the cohort.

Wyatt’s approach captures the sociological consequences of temporal
specificity or contingency, and its cultural opportunities and consequences.
For example, young men born in Europe around 1894 were highly likely to
experience the first mass technological war where pacificist counter-
ideologies were underdeveloped and patriarchal values of unquestioned
service to the nation were dominant. The First World War experience in
Germany produced, through groups like the Freikorps, the historical and
mythological foundation of European fascism; it also produced a collection
of ‘male fantasies’ (Theweleit, 1987) which constituted the imagination of
young German fascists (fear of proletarian women, hatred of women in the
role of communist prostitute, fantasies of sexual and military conquest,
national hygiene and purity, the dream of a male community of blood, and
fear of racial impurity by rape and occupation of the homeland). By con-
trast, men who were born around 1907 were not available for military
service and were often seen subsequently to be unmanly. Christopher
Isherwood wrote of his schoolboy experiences in English public schools
where his generation, by not serving in the trenches, had failed ‘The Test’.
And, because of a perceived lack of imaginative sensibility of a technology-
fixated culture, American intellectuals of the same period felt themselves
part of a ‘lost’ generation forced into European exile. Men born in 1945
in most European countries missed both world wars and entered life as
‘a lucky generation’ which experienced peace, full employment and
mass consumerism.

In our approach to generations, therefore, we wish to draw attention to
the modes through which a generation embodies its collective identity in
response to traumatic or formative events (wars, civil conflicts and other
disasters). An example of this could be a typical physical body or body
image produced by generational cohorts. Just as Bourdieu has drawn
attention to the body image of different classes and class fractions, so the
sociology of the body could also play an interesting role in the elaboration
of the theory of generations. For example, it is typically noted that men
who enjoy a significant control over economic resources will form marital
and sexual relations with much younger women from other generational
cohorts. We could regard this strategic differential in age as part of a inter-
generational struggle over sexual resources within the market-place of
potential sexual partners. These strategic sexual and/or material opportu-
nities are also expressed culturally as generational types. There were spe-
cific body images associated, for example, with proto-fascist males in the
Freikorps culture, and Hitler came to embody the romantic images of knight
on horseback as national saviour in for example ‘Hitler as Flagbearer’ in
the painting by Hubert Lanzinger. Issues relating to sexual liberation and
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experimentation – the availability of the Pill, legal liberalization of divorce,
and pre-marital sexual experimentation – are often seen as experiences
which are constitutive of the Sixties generation (Green, 1993). It is also
assumed that issues like AIDS, homosexual politics, sexual citizenship,
internet sexuality and sexual tourism will shape the self-definition of gen-
erations which came to maturity in the 1980s. This consideration however
leads us on to a more extended discussion of the idea of culture, habitus
and generation.

A generational cohort survives by maintaining a collective memory of
its origins, its historic struggles, its primary historical and political events,
and its leading characters and ideologists. The Sixties generation would be
therefore a classic illustration. In Australia, there is a lively discussion
about the impact of warfare and post-war reconstruction on the culture
and mentality of various generations, specifically with respect to their
impact on national culture. For example, in Sex and Anarchy, Anne Coombs
(1996) has described ‘The Sydney Push as a generation in search of free-
dom’ (1949–1957). Recruited from the post-war bohemian, university and
fringe cultures of central Sydney, The Push expressed the oppositional
values of the philosopher John Anderson and its membership included
such figures as Roelof Smilde, Germaine Greer and Darcy Waters. The
Push produced a series of films, plays and novels which challenged the
conservatism of white, post-war Australian prosperity. Eyerman and
Jamison (1995) have analysed the role of popular music in the 1960s in
order to understand how social movements obtain and maintain a collec-
tive identity. A similar approach could be adopted for understanding how
generations maintain themselves, that is, maintain their identity over time
and space. In the modern period with improved methods of information,
storage and dispersal, generations may maintain themselves more easily
over both time and space by the use of electronic media such as television,
film and radio. These media provide the cultural means of communication
whereby shared images, shared songs and shared rituals can be enjoyed
and appropriated by members of the generational cohort. These collective
rituals produce an affective basis to generations, namely, an emotional sub-
stratum which is sustained by ritual practice. We may expect that in the
modern period these generational cohorts still become increasingly reflex-
ive in the sense that email and internet will be used as mechanisms
whereby generational cohorts in different cultures may sustain genera-
tional conflict. With the globalization of popular culture, generations will
exist more easily across social space because they will be able to share more
easily a collective culture.

In terms of the recent interest in the sociology of the body (Turner,
1996), we can argue that generational cultures become inscribed upon the
surfaces of bodies, producing distinctive and unique body images
whereby members of a generation can identify themselves in public spaces
as members of a common generational cohort. Through collectively shared
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notions of fashion which are embedded in a generational habitus,
members of a generation, in order to enjoy the benefits of collective rituals
and collective memories, will tend to adopt appropriate generational
styles. The legacy of the 1960s has been the somewhat ubiquitous use of
jeans, t-shirts with appropriate slogans, leather jackets and so forth. Typical
for the 1970s, the Punk generations by contrast had an entirely different
fashion style, and somewhat different body shape, to indicate member-
ship. Regardless of shifts and changes in fashion, a generational habitus
will tend to produce a limited and distinctive range of body style, body
type and corresponding forms of fashion. The sharing of a common body
image thus becomes an important index of the success of a general gener-
ational habitus in imposing particular lifestyles and life careers. The notion
of ‘images of aging’ (Featherstone and Wernick, 1995) could be applied
more generally to the question of how images of bodies become attached to
cultures of generations. Obviously one answer lies in the ways in which the
fashion industry creates generational bodies and types which are then
attached through fashion magazines to specific generational cohorts. In
Britain in the early 1980s, fashion magazine editors identified a niche mar-
ket for male advertising and fashion journals for the age group around 16
to 25 years, but this group lacked a coherent image. Fashion journals came
to focus on a homosexual image of strength and sensitivity (Mort, 1996).

Finally, we would suggest that with the postmodernization of culture
there may be a greater fluidity in generational identity and memory. In the
traditional sociology of generations, it was assumed that the history of
generations as cohorts would resemble the life careers of individuals in the
sense that the social history of the generation would be marked by its com-
ing into existence, its rise to maturity, its involvement in the labour market
and its final retirement and extinction. As labour markets and life-styles
have become more flexible and fragmented, it may be that generational
experiences become markedly different. However, these changes may in
fact reinforce the importance of generational membership. As we have
already noted, the generation of 1945 has enjoyed enormous material ben-
efits in terms of full employment, access to the property markets and
entrance into a mass higher educational system. In a period of high youth
unemployment, it may be that the material prosperity of older generations
reinforces their sense of a separate identity from younger cohorts. Youth
are regarded as an unemployed, dependent and useless generation. Youth
fashion emphasizes their dependency while musical groups like UB40 in
the United Kingdom develop lyrics which represent the culture of the dole
queue. While older generations may be successfully excluded from domi-
nance in the area of sport and youthful leisure, they will nevertheless con-
tinue to dominate the political and economic resources in society, giving
them considerable power over the cultural icons of a particular society.
While many sociologists may be currently considering the decline or end
of social class (Lee and Turner, 1996), it may well be that intergenerational
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conflicts increase with the growing uncertainty of employment and security
for many sections of the population.

Habitus and Generation

Speaking generally and broadly, Bourdieu (1990: 53) defines habitus in
terms of

... systems of durable, transposable dispositions, structured structures pre-
disposed to function as structuring structures, that is, as principles which
generate and organize practices and representations that can be objectively
adapted to their outcomes without presupposing a conscious aiming at ends
or an express mastery of the operations necessary in order to attain them.

A habitus circumscribes a set of dispositions to act and an evaluation frame
of perception which are at once historical, social and individual. These dis-
positions are incorporated, embodied in individuals in practical interac-
tion within an historically formed social context. Since the basic
structuring structure of modern society is that of class hierarchy, the struc-
turing structure of habitus is linked to class location. Feminist theory can
be used to incorporate gender into habitus. Here gender is theorized as a
social identity incorporated in relation to an objectified gender division of
labour. While class identity is linked to a complex scale of social and cul-
tural differentiation, formed in relation to a hierarchical social structure,
the identity of gender is the effect of a labour of differentiation and cultural
distinctions. This labour consists of numerous exclusions, oppressions and
classificatory simplifications in terms of the antagonistic dichotomy of
‘male’ and ‘female’. The body is crucial to Bourdieu’s account of classifica-
tion and competition, because ‘the body is a mnemonic device upon and in
which the very basics of culture, the practical taxonomies of the habitus,
are imprinted and encoded in a socialising or learning process which com-
mences during early childhood’ (Jenkins, 1992: 76).

We would like to add another dimension to this gender classification by
including generation as a mode of distinction, one based in age differenti-
ation. These criteria of social stratification can overlap, but, as we sug-
gested earlier, one can also think of historical circumstances where the
hegemonic relations between these dimensions might shift in favour of
generation, rather than class. For example, while class can be said to be the
dominant structuring of collective identity formation in early modern soci-
ety, gender became an important, even dominant force in modern society
and generation can be said to have reached such a level of significance in
late modern society. Class, gender and age (and, we might add, ethnicity in
some societies), as scales of differentiation, can be thought of as different
dimensions of a force field with varying degrees of significance at different
historical moments.
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A Generation Represents Itself

We can illustrate our more general account of generational habitus and
generational identity formation with the example of the generation 1945.
This generation is often identified in more popular forums as the ‘baby-
boomers’ or the lucky generation that came before ‘Generation X’. This is
the cohort born at the end of the Second World War in a time when anxi-
ety concerning peace and security in the industrialized nations co-existed
with unprecedented economic expansion. In his work on the generation of
1914, Wohl recounts how the very notion of generation, as formulated most
cogently in Mannheim’s work, was in an essential sense a product of its
time. While formulated in conjunction with Mannheim’s own attempts to
free himself from Marxism, the idea of a generation also expressed a more
generally felt desire among the young to break with a past identified with
older members of the population. The First World War was a watershed, a
breaking point which clearly and cleanly divided ‘youth’ from ‘the elders’
in terms of outlook and experience, as it separated an old from a new
world order. This divide helped create a self-conscious cohort whose col-
lective identity was itself contained in the idea of ‘youth’, a conceptualiza-
tion which cut across national and class barriers. The idea of generation, in
other words, emerged as a distinctive and real social possibility in the
wake of total war, and not merely as part of an intellectual discourse.

The Second World War created a similar cultural watershed. It was
the same kind of ‘significant event’ identified by Philip Abrams (1982),
following in Mannheim’s path, which demarcated a social space in which
biological (age) and cultural factors could interact to produce the basis for
collective identity formation. In Mannheim’s original formulation
(Mannheim, 1952), generational unity was the last phase in a complex
process where individual and collective biography interacted within a
common historical context. In order for an age cohort to become a genera-
tion, something like a significant event, a war or revolution, which sorted
a population not so much according to which side one was on, but more in
terms of who experienced it first hand and who did not, was a clear delim-
iter. Of course, the more ideological or political dimensions could also
prove decisive in that they could bridge gaps between age cohorts and cre-
ate them amongst those of the same age group. In this case, there would be
continuity rather than a change as defined by generational identity and
conflict. Mannheim used the term ‘generation-unit’ as a means of dealing
with the problem of subgroups and subdivisions within an age cohort. The
Second World War created the conditions for both. Some of the old enmity
which produced the war was reproduced across generations, but this was
nothing compared to the sense of a new age dawning, where old antago-
nisms would not be the defining characteristic. It was just this sense of
before and after which made for a line of demarcation of a new social
space, which Mannheim called a generational location. J. Whalen and
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R. Flacks (1989) have employed the idea of intra-generational differences
to test the degree of identification with the Sixties Generation among its
remaining members. The Vietnam War served a similar watershed func-
tion here. Their research casts doubt on the idea of a coherent and contin-
uing generational identity; rather there were a number of distinctive
groups or ‘generation-units’ in the Sixties.

This geographically and politically demarcated social space created the
conditions for the optimism which helped produce an unprecedented
upswing in the birth rates of the industrial nations. While the original idea
of generational awareness was more tied to ideological factors connected
to disenchantment and pessimism after the First World War, this new
post-war generational awareness was as much related to the expanding
numbers of young people as it was to optimism in the face of economic
expansion and to what Daniel Bell (1960) identified as the desire for the
end of ideology. Rapid population growth, economic expansion and a
growing optimism in spite of the nuclear threat were in the background
out of which a post-war generational identity took form. The new genera-
tion’s primary disposition was expansionary optimism, which came to be
summarized in slogans such as the Lucky Generation and the Baby
Boomers. A key mechanism in coalescing this identity – as both cause and
effect – were the new forms of mass media emerging out of the same
context and the mass or popular culture they helped produce.

A defining characteristic of the new generation and the grounds of its
distinction in Bourdieu’s double-edged sense were the consumer items
made available through mass media and mass production. A central aspect
of the habitus of this generation-in-formation was first of all the habit of
regular consumption of the commodities of popular culture. Economic
expansion and optimism were in part made possible through the incredi-
ble growth of consumer industries, as well as the means to market them
through mass media, and the new generation to consume them. Popular
music provides an example. Recorded mass produced and distributed
music had been an essential part of popular culture of the industrial
nations since the early part of the century. The United States, where radio
and records were available to both urban and rural populations on a mass
scale since the 1920s, was perhaps the extreme, but even in the smaller
nations of Europe, Sweden and The Netherlands, for example, records and
radio were common consumer items, with a limited market of course, by
the end of the 1930s. All this exploded in the late 1950s and early 1960s. In
Sweden the idea of a specific youth culture was beginning to form just
prior to the outbreak of war, but in the post-war period the notion solidi-
fied and music was one of the central components of this process. It was
African-American inspired music, first jazz and then rock and roll which
provided the significant symbolic keys. Both served to represent ‘youth’
and the ‘modern’, against the classical and traditional music of the elders,
marking off the new generation against the old. The post-war period was
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the American Age and mass produced popular culture, exemplified as
music, was its most visible and available form of expression. It was this
that youth took as its form of representation.

In American sociology, the notion of a specific youth culture was for-
mulated by Talcott Parsons in the 1940s. The founding father of structural
functionalism was one of the first to speak of a distinct ‘youth culture’.
Already in 1942, Parsons referred to ‘adolescence’ as part of the life-cycle
where ‘there first begins to develop a set of patterns and behaviour phe-
nomena which involve a highly complex combination of age grading and
sex role elements ... [that] may be referred to together as the phenomena of
the “youth culture”’ (Parsons, 1964: 91). In the context of discussing emerg-
ing gender differences among American adolescents, Parsons character-
ized the period of youth as one of considerable ‘strain and insecurity’ in
American society, at the same time as he warned against the ‘tendency
to the romantic idealization of youth patterns’ by adults who, because of
similar ‘strains’, look back upon childhood and adolescence as a period of
carefree existence which contrasted greatly with their present work and
family-related responsibilities.

Parsons was also one of the first to notice the potential emergence of the
great cultural shift which occurred in the 1960s: when youth and youth cul-
ture became a model and ideal for the rest of society. It should also be
noted that in this essay Parsons is very much aware of the differences
related to social class. The ‘youth culture’ he is concerned to identify in the
1940s is that of the urban middle and upper class. In the 1960s, when
Parsons (1962) returned to the theme in ‘Social change and youth in
America’, the idea of youth and youth culture had become more general
and universal, reflecting shifts not only in American social structure but in
the rest of the industrially developed world as well. By the late 1950s and
early 1960s, the ‘privilege’ of youth had spread to a much wider segment
of the population. These circumstances led social scientists like Flacks
(1971) and Kenneth Keniston (1968) to speak of youth as a social move-
ment and as a source of radical social change.

While social scientists pondered the meaning and effects of youth
culture on post-war society, young people were themselves forming their
own particular frames of reference and identity, their own generational
habitus. With money to spend and age-specialized consumer items becom-
ing more available, regular visits to the record shop, cinema, and clothing
store began to produce an outward generational style and an inward
framework of evaluation or taste. What was good was noisy, fast and
colourful; what was bad was mundane and mediocre, the colourless grey-
flannel suit of the new men of power that C. Wright Mills and other theo-
rists of mass society were analysing in the early post-war period. Marlon
Brando’s ‘The Wild One’ (1950) helped crystallize the black-leather jacket,
the motorcycle and the tough-guy posturing that Elvis Presley later put
to music, and which James Dean would modify. These mass projected
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image-styles which, along with the hip existentialism of the Beats, were
formative seeds from which the social movements of the 1960s would
flower. It was these movements however which were the real catalysts to
the identity formation of the generation of 1945.

From the perspective of generational habitus, the social movements of
the 1960s, the student movements, anti-war and peace movements, the rad-
icalism in support of third-world national liberation, the women’s move-
ment and gay liberation movements, and the cultural avant garde in theatre
and the arts, can be seen as part of the social space in which the generation
of 1945 could define its collective identity. If we view social movements as
forces which open up social spaces where new forms of knowledge, as well
as collective identity, can emerge, then the social movements of the 1960s
were constitutive of a generational consciousness (Eyerman and Jamison,
1994). Within their sphere the marks of generational distinction were real-
ized. That is to say, the social movements of the 1960s were as much social
and cultural as they were political in the instrumental and strategic sense.
The forms of music, the electric rock which evolved out of the rock and roll
of the 1950s, the revived and rejuvenated forms of diverse ‘folk’ music, and
the associated life-styles, clothing, sexual attitudes and practices, and so on,
were constitutive of the social movements of the 1960s and the generation
of 1945 (Gitlin, 1987; Cantwell, 1996; Eyerman and Barretta, 1996; Eyerman
and Jamison, 1998). While the movements provided space for the self-pro-
duction of a generational identity, the commercial mass media amplified
and, at the same time, commodified it. In this sense, the culture industry
played an important role in the social movements of the 1960s, in helping
to solidify and magnify a generational identity. This role was neither
entirely unintended nor strategically planned; rather one can say the inter-
ests of industry and the needs and desires of actors coincided for a time.

The specific details of this aspect of generational habitus are too well
known to bear much elaboration here. What we would point out however
is that to the extent that these social movements can be considered ‘youth’
or ‘new’ social movements, they can be studied as both cause and effect of
generational identity-formation. At least as a hypothesis one could view
these movements as expressing strivings for generational distinction, as
well as being a formative aspect of that distinction. As this generation has
matured, the romanticism of youth may have declined, being replaced
increasingly by negative images of youth. This negative image of youth
may now be associated with dependency, as unemployment, alcoholism
and high suicide rates are characteristic of youth in a period of globaliza-
tion of labour markets, and a decline in mass employment (Cote and
Allahar, 1995). In economies which have embraced Thatcherite social poli-
cies and abandoned post-war commitments to mass education and full
employment, many of the institutional conditions which fuelled youthful
rebelliousness and radical politics have been eroded, leaving behind a
more alienated but compliant youth population.
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Conclusion

The principal conclusion of this chapter is that generational consciousness,
when it is forged by a major traumatic event such as mass warfare, can
overcome and transcend the barriers of social class to produce a powerful,
solidaristic force in social relationships. These solidaristic ties can, of course,
often assume a romantic or nostalgic aura, but they remain no less power-
ful. British Second World War films such as Dam Busters have a powerful
message of social nostalgia in which class divisions did not stand in the way
of heroic co-operation between men and women of different class back-
grounds. These war films and classic actors such as Jack Hawkins probably
help to compensate for Britain’s monumental post-war failures. In general,
wartime experiences have in the 20th century produced an influential and
emotionally powerful source of social identity and imagery. However, the
Sixties generation, which in most societies grew up in a period of peace and
prosperity, was held together more by novel experiences of consumerism
than by warfare. For this generation, war, the Second World War and the
Vietnam War, formed part of the Other against which it distinguished itself.

As economic class has declined in significance as the primary form of
social stratification, life-style and generational differences have increased
as indicators of status variations. In a mass cultural market, ‘there is also
the persistent reassertion of hierarchy and distinction, as elite groups and
privileged consumers attempt to distance themselves from the vulgar
world of the masses’ (Turner, 1988: 71). Generational conflicts over posi-
tional goods and the symbols of cultural distinction will increase. At least
the ‘strong idiom’ of class analysis (Lee and Turner, 1996) has receded, cre-
ating social opportunities where cultural capital can function as the basis
of social membership and identity. In the late 20th century, generational
differences are increasing in importance as the foundation of the life-style
attributes of status.

In conceptual terms, generation can provide a useful dimension for the
analysis of changing life-cycles in modern society, especially in terms of
intergenerational conflicts over scarce resources. As youth unemployment
increases with technological change, and as compulsory retirement has
been made questionable by legislation relating to ageism, there are signifi-
cant political conflicts around the generational dimensions of ageing, the
life-course and resource allocation. Because the Sixties generation was
brought up with an ideology of perpetual youthfulness, it may be difficult
for this generation to withdraw from a leadership role in cultural and
social terms. The 1990s have seen a more or less permanent ‘revival’ of nos-
talgic interest in the music and life-style of the Beatles, the Rolling Stones,
the Doors and Elton John, who have become the icons of the century. A
sociological understanding of the 20th century requires a better under-
standing of the distinctive generational movements which have shaped its
history, politics and culture.
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CHAPTER 15

THE SOCIOLOGY OF CITIZENSHIP

Introduction 

Societies face two contradictory principles. They are organized around
issues of scarcity, which result in exclusionary structures such as gender
divisions, social classes and status groups, but they must also secure social
solidarity. In social science, these contradictory principles are characteristi-
cally referred to as the allocative and integrative requirements. In a secular
society, especially where social inequality is intensified by economic ratio-
nalism, citizenship functions as a major foundation of social solidarity. The
article also explores the scope of citizenship studies through an examination
of identity, civic virtue and community. In concludes with an extensive cri-
tique of the legacy of T.H. Marshall, pointing to the future of citizenship
studies around the theme of globalization and human rights.

This chapter on citizenship provides an overview of the contemporary
literature and development of social science approaches to social and
human rights. It is in part an extended commentary on the legacy of
T.H. Marshall (1893–1981), although I argue that an adequate under-
standing of the issues surrounding citizenship in modern societies must
go well beyond the Marshallian framework. I treat citizenship as a partic-
ular case of social rights and indicate some of the tensions between social
and human rights. Marshall developed a theory of post-war societies
through an analysis of the relationships between social class, welfare and
citizenship; his approach to the citizenship debate proved to be seminal
(Andrews, 1991; Beiner, 1995; Blumer and Rees, 1996; Roche, 1992; Turner
and Hamilton, 1994). The aim of this chapter is both to provide a composite
picture of his ideas and some fundamental criticisms of his approach,
and thus to suggest a variety of approaches and issues beyond the
Marshallian tradition.

To start with, one may define citizenship as a collection of rights and
obligations which give individuals a formal legal identity; these legal
rights and obligations have been put together historically as sets of social
institutions such as the jury system, parliaments and welfare states.
Citizenship has traditionally been a fundamental topic of philosophy
and politics, but, from a sociological point of view, we are interested in
those institutions in society that embody or give expression to the formal
rights and obligations of individuals as members of a political community.
Figure 15.1 provides us with a summary of the key components of citizen-
ship in modern societies.

I refer to this approach as ‘sociological’, because its main concern is
with the institutions of citizenship, social identity, the nature of inequality
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and access to socio-economic resources. ‘Political’ models of citizenship
typically have a sharper focus on political rights, the state and the indi-
vidual. Thus, the history of political ideas about citizenship starts with
J.-J. Rousseau’s theory of social contract and Johann Gottlieb Fichte’s
science of rights rather than with Marshall’s ‘citizenship and social class’
(Marshall, 1950). Sociologists have been concerned to understand how the
institutions of citizenship protect individuals and groups from the nega-
tive outcomes and unintended vagaries of the market in a capitalist society.
This focus on the re-distributive potential of citizenship institutions (the
allocative function) provided the basis for sociological approaches to ques-
tions about justice and equality. Thus, citizenship controls the access of
individuals and groups to scarce resources in society. These legal rights
and obligations, once they are institutionalized as formal status positions,
give people formal entitlements to scarce resources in society and by
‘resources’ I mean primarily economic resources such as social security,
health-care entitlements, subsidized housing, retirement packages, or tax-
ation concessions. ‘Resources’, however, also include access to culturally
desirable resources or ‘goods’ such as, within a traditional liberal frame-
work, rights to speak your own language in the public arena or rights relat-
ing to religious freedoms. These resources therefore include not only the
traditional economic resources of housing, health, income, and employ-
ment, but also cultural resources such as education, knowledge, religion
and language. These rights to cultural resources can be conceptualized
within the paradigm of cultural capital via the sociological theories of

Figure 15.1 A Sociological Model of Citizenship
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Pierre Bourdieu, especially in his Distinction (1984). There are also political
resources which are related to access to sources of power in society, rights
to vote, rights to participate politically and so forth.

It is conceptually parsimonious to think of three types of resource:
economic, cultural and political. Alongside these resources, we typically
find three forms of rights: economic rights which are related to basic needs
for food and shelter; cultural rights which include both access to welfare
and access to education; and finally, political rights which cover the con-
ventional area of liberal concern such as individual freedoms, and rights to
expression through political means such as parliaments. These rights may
be collectively referred to as ‘social’ rights as distinct from human rights,
because they typically presuppose membership of a nation-state.

The first thing to emphasize about citizenship is that it controls
access to the scarce resources of society and hence this allocative function
is the basis of a profound conflict in modern societies over citizenship
membership criteria. The process of and conditions for naturalization and
de-naturalization tell us a great deal about the character of democracy in
society because these processes relate fundamentally to the basic values of
inclusion and exclusion (Brubaker, 1992). French colonialism typically
involved a notion of a mission civilisatrice in which the metropolitan culture
attempted to impose a uniform identity on its dependent regions and in
the nineteenth century colonization required cultural assimilation (Aldrich
and Connell, 1992), but these inclusionary/exclusionary processes are
obviously not merely about cultural identity. Take, for example, in con-
temporary Britain the anxiety about granting unconditionally comprehen-
sive citizenship rights to the denizens of Hong Kong. In societies like
Australia and Canada limitations on migration are historically related to
attempts to control access to resources by selective control of migration
and naturalization. The ‘white-Australia policy’ is a typical illustration of
citizenship as a form of social closure, to use the terminology of Max
Weber’s political sociology (Parkin, 1979). Social closure is an elementary
form of group solidarity, producing an inevitable alienation and stigmati-
zation of ‘outsiders’. This ‘fear of diversity’ which underlines social closure
is in many respects the social driving force behind political theory as such
(Saxonhouse, 1992). The boundaries of the state produce an enduring
crisis of belonging for marginal communities in ethnically plural society
and in this negative sense citizenship is about the policing of borders
(Connolly, 1995). The status of aboriginal membership within the political
community of the ‘white-settler societies’ and post-colonial societies is
probably the most difficult legal and political problem of contemporary
states. Any bench-mark of citizenship would have to include some notion
of egalitarian openness to difference and otherness and an essential ingre-
dient of liberal democracy. Who gets citizenship clearly indicates the
prevailing formal criteria of inclusion/exclusion within a political com-
munity and how these resources following citizenship membership are
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allocated and administered largely determines the economic fate of
individuals and families. These economic dimensions of citizenship are a
crucial feature of citizenship entitlement and there are various overt mea-
sures of government policy which impinge directly on the enjoyment of
these citizenship privileges; taxation policy is a particularly good example.
However, there are many disguised or covert economic conditions or
processes which influence citizenship. Thus we can regard inflation as a
negative and largely unintended erosion of citizenship, while systematic
corruption in public life is a major negative indicator of the condition of
citizenship in a modern society. I attempt to analyse these issues in a subse-
quent discussion of solidarity and scarcity.

The next important aspect of citizenship is that it confers, in addition to
a legal status, a particular cultural identity on individuals and groups. The
notion of the ‘politics of identity’ indicates an important change in the
nature of contemporary politics. Whereas much of the struggle over citi-
zenship in the early stages of industrialization was about class membership
and class struggle in the labour market, citizenship struggles in late
twentieth-century society are often about claims to cultural identity and
cultural history. These struggles have been about sexual identity, gay rights,
gender equality, and aboriginality. Most debates about citizenship in con-
temporary political theory are as a result about the question of contested
collective identity in a context of radical pluralization (Mouffe, 1992). When
political scientists therefore refer to ‘citizenship’, they are not merely think-
ing about access to scarce economic and political resources, they are con-
cerned ultimately with questions about identity in civil society and civic
culture. In formal political philosophy, the notion of citizenship contains a
clear notion of the civic virtues which are regarded as necessary for the
functioning of a democracy. The word ‘citizenship’ (cité/zein) itself indi-
cates a connection with the rise of bourgeois society and in particular with
the tradition of civil society (die bürgerliche Gesellschaft). For the Scottish
political economists such as Adam Smith and Adam Ferguson, civil society
was contrasted with the barbarism of primitive society; citizenship was
seen to be connected with civilitas (Bobbio, 1989). In Germany, the idealists
merged the idea of the Greek polis with the tradition of independent
German towns with their distinctive educational cultures (in the virtues of
the Bildung tradition) to produce a defence of individual rights against both
the militarized aristocracy and proletarian vulgarity. The high point of this
tradition was in Fichte’s Kantian statement of the intersubjectivity of rights
(Ferry, 1990). The values of citizenship were merged with those of civiliza-
tion and hence Weber was to argue that citizenship as a uniquely western
institution had its origin in the peculiar structures of the Occidental city.
However, for Weber the basis of ‘democratization is ever where purely mili-
tary in character; it lies in the rise of disciplined infantry’ (Weber, 1981: 324).

The decline of the noble cavalry marks the rise of the urban militia,
the autonomous city, civil society and citizenship. The status of citizenship
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was part of the process of civilization wherein the virtues of the knight-
at-arms were transferred to the arena of the royal court with its effeminate
courtiers and its ideology of courtesy, and later to the disciplined asceti-
cism of the bourgeois household. These social conditions also indicate the
rootedness of the concept of obligation as the cornerstone of bourgeois
responsibility (to family and occupation), bourgeois morality with respect
to the public/private division, and bourgeois versions of civil republican-
ism (Selbourne, 1994). This politico-moral configuration was also the ori-
gin of Karl Marx’s hostility to the ‘possessive individualism’ of the English
utilitarians such as Bentham and Mill, and to the narrow, undimensional
development of the ‘political’ in classical liberalism. With the rise of eco-
nomic rationalism in the twentieth century, interest has once more
returned to the analysis of the market in relation to possessive individual-
ism, indifference to strangers and hostility to welfare-dependency among
the economically marginalized. Citizenship and civic virtues are once
more seen to be an essential ingredient of a civilized and pluralistic democ-
racy. This concern for the political threat to civic culture in a market society
has been associated with a re-appraisal of Mill’s liberalism (Bobbio, 1987),
the importance of pluralism (Hirst, 1989) and the role of voluntary associ-
ations in democracy (Cohen and Rogers, 1995). The cultural dimension of
citizenship is now an essential component of citizenship studies, especially
in a context where there is political ambiguity around the analysis of cul-
tural fragmentation and simulation brought about by postmodernization.

The final component of this sociological model of citizenship is the idea
of a political community as the basis of citizenship: this political commu-
nity is typically the nation-state. When individuals become citizens, they
not only enter into a set of institutions that confers upon them rights and
obligations, they not only acquire an identity, they are not only socialized
into civic virtues, but they also become members of a political community
with a particular territory and history. In order to have citizenship one has
to be, at least in most modern societies, a bona fide member of a political
community. Generally speaking, it is rather unusual for people to acquire
citizenship if they are not simultaneously members of a political commu-
nity, that is a nation-state. One should notice here an important difference
between human rights and citizenship. Human rights are typically con-
ferred upon people as humans irrespective of whether they are Australian,
British, Chinese, Indonesian or whatever, but, because human rights legis-
lation has been accepted by the nations of the world, people can claim
human rights, even where they are stateless people or dispossessed
refugees. In general, citizenship is a set of rights and obligations that attach
to members of formally recognized nation-states within the system of
nations and hence citizenship corresponds to legal membership of a nation-
state. Citizenship identities and citizenship cultures are national identities
and national cultures. Since nations are imaginary communities (Anderson,
1983) and since nations are created (James, 1996), the communal basis of
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citizenship has to be constantly renewed within the collective memory by
nostalgic festivals, public ceremonies of national struggle and effervescent
collective experience. National culture has all the characteristics of a civil
religion, and hence modern citizenship is a form of social solidarity.

The next section of this chapter deals with my main theme which is the
difference between solidarity and scarcity. From a sociological perspective,
citizenship provides modern society with an important ingredient of soli-
darity. This argument concerns the idea of citizenship as social solidarity,
namely that citizenship is an answer to the question ‘how is society possi-
ble, given the significant differences that exist between different social
groups and different communities within the nation-state?’ To some extent,
one could argue that industrial societies have passed through a long period
of secularization in which there has been a major decline in general reli-
gious values, at least if we confine our attention to western Christian soci-
eties or societies which have a legacy of Christianity. In a secular society,
public debates are neither couched in the language of religion nor are they
resolved by religious institutions. In this social context, citizenship func-
tions or plays the role of a secular religion. With the decline of formal reli-
gion, citizenship provides us with a common national culture, common set
of identities, and a common value system. What holds secular societies
together is a common citizenship as a foundational basis for society in a
multicultural environment. In political terms, multiculturalism can be suc-
cessful where it is based on an overt policy of expanding citizenship parti-
cipation. A common foundation of citizenship gives different ethnic groups
access to scarce resources and makes their cultural diversity possible. Citi-
zenship provides a form of solidarity, if you like a kind of social glue, that
holds societies together which are divided by social class, by gender, by
ethnicity and by age groups. The solidarity of the political community of
modern societies is provided by citizenship which works as a form of civic
religion. This ‘sociological argument’ is taken directly from J.-J. Rousseau’s
account of the social contract and it is associated with various theories
regarding the role of education in creating civic virtues.

One can conceptualize all human societies as divided or organized
along two contradictory principles, namely solidarity and scarcity. All
human societies, in order to exist, have to find some common basis, some
form of solidarity, which will not overcome but at least cope with the prob-
lems of difference, diversity and conflict. All human societies must have
some basis in solidarity in order to exist, but all human societies, precisely
because they are human societies, are also characterized by scarcity. What
do I mean by scarcity? The resources of society can never be wholly or sys-
tematically distributed in an egalitarian fashion to everybody because there
are fundamental scarcities of an economic, cultural and political nature.
Scarcity is a very difficult notion to define. It is the basis of all economic
theory; economics is about the management of scarce resources in matching
means to ends, but it is wrong to think that scarcity exists in only primitive
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or simple societies. Indeed Marshall Sahlins (1974) has argued in his
economic anthropology that scarcity is institutionalized in modern
economies, whereas so-called primitive economies were ones of abundance.
One can easily imagine a hunter-gatherer society where access to food was
limited by the actual difficulties of hunting wild animals and gathering
natural produce, but scarcity is always relative to demand as well as to
need, and thus scarcity is a fundamental element of the most advanced and
prosperous societies. This argument is brilliantly analysed in Nicholas
Xenos’s Scarcity and Modernity (1989). Scarcity in wealthy societies is a func-
tion of the growth of expectations about assets, wealth and success, and
hence it is possible to date this form of scarcity to the rise of mass con-
sumerism, for example to the Crystal Palace and the Great Exhibition of
1851 (Richards, 1991). Scarcity is a function as much of prosperity and
wealth as it is of poverty. Scarcity is manifest in social inequality and the
typical forms of social inequality that we experience in modern societies
are, obviously, differences of social class or access to wealth. However,
scarcity also follows the contours of gender, age and ethnicity. This tension
between scarcity of perceived means to desired ends and the need for social
solidarity in a context of pluralism is the focal point of citizenship.

In the third part of this chapter, I want to return to the work of
T.H. Marshall. In Citizenship and Social Class, Marshall (1950) took citizen-
ship and class as fundamental features of modern capitalist societies.
Referring primarily to the UK (see Table 15.1), Marshall said that in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries legal rights were acquired in relation
to the jury system, the right to a trial, the right to a fair hearing, and access
to legal resources. Marshall claimed that in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, it is possible to perceive a growth of legal rights as the first form
of elementary citizenship and these legal rights are best expressed or insti-
tutionalized in the jury system. In the eighteenth and nineteenth century,
there was a growth in political rights and these political rights were eventu-
ally institutionalized in parliamentary institutions. Finally, in the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries, citizenship expanded further to include social
rights. These social rights were institutionalized in the welfare state, and
Marshall then went on to argue that citizenship mitigates the inequalities
created in the market-place. Citizenship overcomes, mitigates and reduces
the impact of economic inequalities that have their origin in the market-
place. To put this claim more directly, citizenship tends to resolve or mini-
mize the antagonisms between social classes which are characteristic of the
rise of capitalist economies and the capitalist market-place. Marshall had
in mind the fact that in the late nineteenth century many European soci-
eties went through a significant period of class antagonism and class con-
flict. Rather than this class conflict spilling over into major revolutionary
confrontations, he argued that citizenship reduced the level of class strug-
gle and class antagonism because it redistributed some of the resources,
which had become available as a consequence of economic growth.
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Through retirement schemes, social security schemes, family benefits,
general education and the welfare state, class conflict is contained. While
inequality remains a fundamental feature of modern industrial capitalist
societies, it is mitigated or regulated by the growth of citizenship entitle-
ments. Marshall argued in effect that citizenship redistributes some of the
scarce resources of a capitalist society in order to lessen the revolutionary
conflict between classes by creating a common form of solidarity in a polit-
ical community. This debate about welfare, class and capitalism can be
located within a traditional Marxist framework in which the collapse of
capitalism is contained by political reformism, which leaves the fundamen-
tal structure of class exploitation unchanged (Turner, 1986).

Finally, Marshall went on to argue in The Right to Welfare and other
Essays (1981) that modern industrialist capitalist societies should be called
‘hyphenated societies’ because we refer to them as democratic-welfare capi-
talist societies or societies which have some democratic redistribution of
wealth (however minimal) through the institutions of citizenship. He
called it a ‘hyphenated society’ because it combines some element of
democratic egalitarianism and inequality of capitalist relations in the capi-
talist market-place and the capitalist economy. Marshall laid the founda-
tion for much subsequent writing and analysis of the role of citizenship in
contemporary societies.

In this section of my argument, some critical objections to Marshall’s
work are examined. The first criticism is that his notion of citizenship is
incomplete. For example, many writers argue that in the twentieth century
there was the growth of various forms of economic citizenship and these
took the form of workers’ participation and workers’ councils, economic
democracy or industrial democracy. In many western societies, often influ-
enced by Swedish models of industrial relations, there were various
attempts to create citizenship in the work place. One of the criticisms of
Marshall is that, if a society does not have basic economic citizenship, then
the other rights (the legal, political and social welfare rights), tend to be rel-
atively unimportant; for example, citizenship is only minimal, if people do
not have some control over their work situation. If there is no redistribu-
tion of shares and profits, and if there is no workers’ democracy or workers’
councils, then citizenship is limited. In many European economies, there
were various attempts to set up workers’ discussion groups, workers’ par-
ticipation, and consultative relations which gave expression to the idea of
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Table 15.1 Marshall�s Model of Citizenship

Period Rights Institutions

17�18th centuries Legal rights Jury system
18�19th centuries Political rights Parliaments
19�20th centuries Social rights Welfare state
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economic citizenship. In Yugoslavia, there were extensive experiments in
workers’ self-management programs (Pateman, 1970: 85–102).

Other writers suggested that Marshall’s model was also incomplete
because there has been a significant development in the twentieth century
of cultural rights. For example, many societies in the nineteenth century
developed repressive language policies that made the use of minority
languages illegal or at least socially stigmatized in public places. In various
societies, the growth of national citizenship in the nineteenth century
resulted in nationalistic attempts to regulate and control what languages
could be spoken publicly. With the growth of multiculturalism in the
twentieth century, there is a greater willingness to tolerate the use of
minority languages in the public arena. In many European societies, legis-
lation has been developed to protect these minority languages. There is,
at least from the formal legal perspective, a greater public tolerance of
cultural difference.

Another illustration of the expansion of cultural citizenship in
terms of rights to education would be the great explosion of universities in
the middle of the twentieth century. Karl Mannheim (1992) pointed to a
number of major educational changes in European societies which were
indicative of a more general democratization of culture. He argued that
there had been important changes of value with democratization: these
included the principle of the ontological equality of human beings, indi-
vidual autonomy, and equality of opportunity. These changes of value in
the field of education included: an optimistic pedagogy which assumed
that all children were capable of educational development; a rejection of
conservative ideologies of privilege; a scepticism about the authority and
privilege of expert knowledge; a criticism of privileged recruitment to elite
social office; and the erosion of the barrier between elite and popular
culture. Following Marshall, Parsons (1971) also developed the view that
the educational revolution which created a mass education system after
the Second World War was an important component of modernization; the
‘educational revolution’ has the same sociological status as the ‘industrial
revolution’, and for Parsons the university was the institutionalization of
cultural citizenship. Because the American higher education system had
produced a more effective mass education system, it was less characterized
by elitism and privilege than the traditional European model with its rigid
principles of selectivity.

The first criticism of Marshall’s theory of citizenship is that it is an
incomplete description of some of the key features of rights in the twentieth
century. The second problem with his treatment of citizenship is that he
regarded the community basis of citizenship as homogenous. That is, in
Marshall’s account of citizenship, it is taken for granted that modern soci-
eties are homogenous in ethnic, cultural and other terms. Marshall
nowhere addressed the issue of ethnic diversity; he showed no under-
standing of linguistic, religious and cultural differentiation. The only



divisions that Marshall’s theory recognized in the community are social
class divisions. The whole point of his theory was directed to the assump-
tion that the only diversity in the community is social classes and that gov-
ernments can overcome that class diversity by creating a common basis of
citizenship (Turner, 1986). It is very obvious in the twentieth century that
the majority of societies are heterogeneous; they are multicultural and
highly diverse. As a result partly of twentieth-century labour mobility and
general post-war migration, industrial societies have multiple ethnic com-
munities and they have a whole series of religious and cultural divisions.
One crucial issue for twentieth-century societies is the political manage-
ment of difference and diversity – aboriginal, cultural, linguistic and
religious. For example, Marshall’s ‘British’ view of citizenship had nothing
to say about ethnic diversity, but it quite significantly had nothing to say
about one of the major problems of modern society which is: how do states
adequately respond to the claims to rights by the aboriginal communities
that occupied the land prior to white invasion and settlement? In many
white-settler societies, there is a prevailing official history which takes the
view that the land was empty prior to white ‘settlement’ – a term which is
obviously preferred to ‘invasion’. There is an established debate in
Australia over the original constitutional arrangements which assumed
that the Australian colony was an empty land. Alexis de Tocqueville also
propounded the notion that the North American nomadic communities
were not actually there, at least as occupants of the land. De Tocqueville
said it is because native Americans did not create property, that they were
not actually present in North America (Connolly, 1995). There is a similar
Zionist view in the settlement of Israel where the early constitution of
Israel assumes an empty space. Palestine was an empty territory to be set-
tled and cultivated by European Jews who were returning to the land
(Said, 1994: 34–5). One of the problems about the idea of citizenship is
whether it can deal with the question, not only of ethnic diversity, but of
aboriginal dispersal and denial. Another way of expressing that is to say
that Marshall took identity for granted; it is somehow totally unprob-
lematic for Marshall. In Australia, for example, there are many people who
have dual citizenship and in a sense they have a dual identity. Marshall’s
theory does not provide any guidance for understanding citizenship in
a multicultural environment, where there are systematic contradictions
of identity.

Marshall’s theory has also been challenged by feminist political theory
which notes that his account of citizenship depends upon Fordist assump-
tions within which men go to work to generate an income to sustain their
own domestic arrangements and also to produce through superannuation
care for the future of their household. Women were assumed to be domestic
labourers who serviced their men and reproduced society through child-
bearing within the nuclear family. Social contract theory reproduced the
dominant assumptions of patriarchy which reproduced the public/private
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division (Pateman, 1988). Marshall’s theory assumed an almost perfect
division within the public realm (of citizens) and the private world (of
women and children). Women’s unpaid domestic labour was thus essen-
tial to the maintenance of the external political structures of citizenship.
These Fordist assumptions have been transformed by changes in the labour
market such as flexibilization, by the increase in female employment, by
changes to the family which have often been associated with the feminiza-
tion of poverty with the growth in single-parent families, and by changes
to retirement legislation. The conventional and simplistic division between
the private and public realms has been transformed by changes to both,
which have generally rendered Marshall’s underlying assumptions invalid
or at least dated. For feminist political theory, the historical relegation of
women to the private domain of the nuclear family creates permanent
dependency (Pateman, 1989).

Another critical issue in Marshall’s theory is that it assumed that these
rights are evolutionary and cumulative. Because he argued that the rights
of citizenship are cumulative, he also assumed that once you have legal
rights and have won the political battles of parliamentary democracy and,
once you have won your social welfare rights, then these rights are not
eroded by subsequent social struggles. Marshall claimed that each of these
historical stages is a successful accumulation of citizenship. This is a very
optimistic picture of the historical evolution of rights. One of the important
debates emerging in contemporary democracies is whether previous rights
can be sustained in a society which is more and more dominated by the
needs of the market-place under the rhetoric of economic rationalism. In a
market driven society, young people find it very difficult to enter the labour
market and get access to resources because of the nature of the modern
economy. If we regard full employment as an entitlement, it may be the
case that social rights are obliterated or at least weakened as a consequence
of economic rationalism. It is quite clear that one can identify many soci-
eties that have highly developed social and economic rights but they do
not have adequate legal and political rights. In traditional debates about
communism versus capitalism, one criticism of the communist regimes of
Eastern Europe was that, while they had institutionalized social and eco-
nomic forms of citizenship, these societies were often weak in terms of
legal and political rights. They had economic rights without a comprehen-
sive civil society, because they had achieved industrialization without a
liberal-bourgeois revolution against feudal privilege.

The final criticism of Marshall’s theory is that it had a one-dimensional
view of citizenship. In the literature on citizenship, there is a conventional
division between active versus passive citizenship. Table 15.2 summarizes
the idea of active versus passive citizenship.

This criticism of Marshall indicates that there are different types of
citizenships, which embrace different levels of active involvement in the
public domain (Turner, 1989). This distinction involves an historical model
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(Mann, 1993). Some types of citizenship may be revolutionary; for example,
in the French Revolution, there developed a form of citizenship which was
grasped from below by popular struggle and by popular social move-
ments. In the French Revolution, there was a clear sense of the public arena
as a place where citizens could act as political agents and secure new social
rights. This model of citizenship attempts to make a distinction between
active or revolutionary citizenship which is the product of social struggles
and within which there is a clear and decisive notion of the value of the
public over the private. By contrast, consider the use of the plebiscite as
simply a mechanism for selecting leaders. Having conducted an election
and appointed a government, a leader once in power can rule arbitrarily
because the leader does not have to confer or consult with political sup-
porters. In Weber’s political sociology, a plebiscite is simply a way of
installing a type of leadership which is not immediately answerable to its
clients. The French Revolution created an active sense of citizenship in a
European revolutionary tradition and by contrast Germany had a passive
notion of citizenship. In Weber’s analysis of German politics, he advocated
the importance of what he called plebiscitary democracy, that is a democ-
racy based upon strong leadership and passive forms of citizenship. In
Germany, Lutheranism created a weak sense of the public arena, because it
assumed that good citizens were people who accepted moral values appro-
priate to ethical actions in the private domain of the home. Lutheranism
created a sense of the public arena as a dangerous and negative place. By
contrast, consider individualistic liberalism and the revolutionary struggle
to create America as an independent nation. It created a constitution with
a strong sense of democracy from below, where congregationalism and
Protestant asceticism favoured trust in self-government and participatory
citizenship. However, this sense of republican virtue has been converted
into private ‘habits of the heart’ (Bellah et al., 1985) and American democ-
racy is weakened by the emphasis on the private in liberalism which, in
granting individual rights (freedom of speech, and freedom of association),
has a weak sense of the public domain. England is a top-down democracy
in which, because of the monarchical settlement, one has a patriarchal idea
of the parliament and the monarchy. Nevertheless there is a sense of the
public arena being morally acceptable. In English culture, Lutheranism
was not particularly strong and Anglicanism provided a model of public
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Table 15.2 Summary Response to Critiques of Marshall

Below Above

Active Mixed active/passive
Revolutionary Constitutional Public
France Monarchy Britain
Mixed active/passive Passive
Liberalism Plebiscitary Private
USA Germany



events which was not privatized. The revolutionary settlement of l688
provided a parliamentary system which was top-down but institutional-
ized a mode of relatively active citizenship. What I want to suggest finally
is a historical view of this process (see Table 15.3).

Citizenship emerged with the city-state and created an idea of the
denizen, where nation-states created a primitive notion of citizenship
based upon political rights. This form was followed by the welfare state
where we have social citizenship based upon social rights. In this histori-
cal model, the question is: what might come next? One answer may be
found in global capitalism, where there is an emerging notion of human
rights. As the world economy becomes more and more globalized, more
workers will travel between economies in search of employment; there will
be increasing conflict in the labour market over access to global resources.
The sovereignty of the nation-state is eroded by global market trends so
that more and more of the national economy is owned by international
corporations and it may be that traditional forms of citizenship cannot
express or do not correspond to the idea of an increasingly global market. 

This model of the history of citizenship can either have an optimistic or
pessimistic conclusion. The optimistic one is that through the United
Nations, and through agreements about human rights, we can manage the
problem of interstate violence, terrorism and conflict. The other model is
that in fact we do not have cumulative citizenship; what we have is a
breakdown of citizenship. Nation-states no longer adequately provide citi-
zenship for their members and instead we have a growing war of mega-
cities and mega-economies against each other. Human rights will not be
protected because the so-called ‘new world order’ operates in the interests
of a small number of powerful economies through the mechanism of the
World Bank, the International Monetary Fund and the General Agreement
on Tariffs and Trade (Muzaffar, 1993). The pessimistic view of the future is
that societies like China will break down into mega-cities warring with
each other and that the international links in the economy will undermine
traditional notions of citizenship and that the political future will be a
much more insecure and uncertain environment. Regardless of these
historical changes, the idea of citizenship is a central aspect of the modern
struggle for democracy and an essential concept for the analysis of inter-
national conflict over scarce resources within a world economy.
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Table 15.3 A Revised Model of Citizenship

Period Person Rights

City-state Denizen Legal rights
Nation-state Citizens Political rights
Welfare-state Social citizen Social rights
Global capitalism Human being Human rights
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CHAPTER 16

CONCLUSION: COHERENCE
AND RUPTURE IN THE DISCIPLINE

OF SOCIOLOGY

In western cultures, the concept of ‘discipline’ has an inevitably religious
ambiance. Within a traditional sense, a discipline may be defined as an
organized perspective on phenomena which is sustained by the academic
training or disciplining of the mind. Like the related notions of cultivation
and culture, a discipline requires disciplinary practices, if a certain type of
mentality is to be sustained over time among a community of scholars.
Disciplines of mind and body within a monastic context were, in Michel
Foucault’s sense, technologies of the soul. Some disciplines appear to be
less concerned with the transmission of a body of knowledge than within
a set of methodological practices, such as an ethnographic imagination.
In some cultures, such as Buddhism, these intellectual or spiritual disci-
plines more explicitly involve the disciplining of bodies. A fundamental
discpline is one which provides the basis for a cluster of applied or inter-
disciplinary fields. Following Pierre Bourdieu, these practices of knowl-
edge are constituted by power relationships and social structures within
the academy. The rise and fall of disciplinary regimes are consequences of
powerful alliances which marshall the distribution of rewards within a
field of academic practice. Disciplines are periodically fragmented and dis-
persed by internal intellectual struggles and by external conflicts with
adjacent disciplines. Some disciplines – homoeopathy or astrology – never
get fully accepted into the academy, while certain area studies – Soviet
studies – may disappear. Disciplines through internal specialization –
human and physical geography – may fragment and divide, and as a con-
sequence disciplines which are held together by the requirements of an
external professional body may be more resistant to internal fragmenta-
tion. In the twentieth century, sociology has neither enjoyed the profes-
sional benefits (and limitations) of external regulation, nor the comfort of
internal disciplinary coherence.

Disciplines are obviously artificial constructs; they are not naturally
occurring intellectual divisions which refer to divisions of the mind. They
are socially constructed perspectives constituting a particular slice of real-
ity and as such they can always be either reconstructed or deconstructed.
Disciplines can also be merged or integrated with related fields to con-
struct, for example, interdisciplinary studies. As I have just indicated,
while Soviet studies have largely disappeared from the university system,



European studies are a growing area of teaching and research. Women’s
studies, while often claimed by radical feminists to be a discipline, are in
fact multidisciplinary studies rather like the social sciences. Talcott
Parsons’s analysis of the four sub-systems of the social system (the famous
AGIL formulation) was an attempt to provide an intellectual justification
for the particular configuration of disciplines in the Harvard interdiscipli-
nary programme on social institutions (Parsons, 1951). It attempted to
show how economics, sociology, social psychology and politics could be
complementary disciplines in the social sciences. A cluster of related disci-
plines traditionally forms a faculty, of which historically there are only
two – the arts and science. Finally a set of faculties forms a university as an
institution which seeks to offer a universal education in human knowledge
of the world through the enforcement of discipline.

The rise and fall of disciplines, and the formation and erosion of faculties,
and the changing role of the university are interconnected social effects of
a complex web of social and intellectual causes. The sociology of science
typically divides these causal factors into internal causes (the ways in
which disciplines may respond to internal intellectual problems in the dis-
cipline) and external causes (the ways in which disciplines are shaped by
the environment of the broader society). One influential account of the
external circumstances in the rise of sociology (Nisbet, 1956) argued that
sociology emerged primarily as a conservative reaction to the social conse-
quences of the French and industrial revolutions. Its principal concepts –
anomie, alienation, authority, community, the sacred and so forth – were
designed to understand the disruption to social order which was arising
from urbanization and industrialization. The etymological roots of the
term ‘sociology’ suggest a conservative origin. In the 1830s Comte began
to replace the notion of ‘social physic’ with a neologism ‘sociology’. The
new term indicated that sociology was the study of community, or more
literally companionship (socius), by the methods of a positivist science.
This notion that sociology was the science of a social body or organism,
which is held together by notions of the sacred and ritual practices, became
the dominant image of sociology in the French tradition. For Durkheim,
sociology was the scientific study of institutions by a positivistic method-
ology and he established sociology in the university around the turn of the
century through a classic argument that sociology is a discipline which
explains social life by ‘social facts’. In this respect, sociology may be
regarded as an academic discipline which came into existence as a conser-
vative response to the growing instability of the social structure following
the impact of industrial capitalism.

Of course, the story is more complex. The metaphors which were used
to understand these changes also played an important role in the sociolo-
gical imagination, and thus functioned as a source of mental pictures or
vocabulary for these changes. One important notion – the so-called organic
analogy – was taken from Darwinistic evolutionary biology. Biological
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sciences and medical metaphors were to be an important feature of
sociological thought in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Within
this Darwinistic paradigm, social order was paradoxically the outcome of
violent struggles of species to adapt successfully to their environments.
Therefore, government intervention to influence these ‘natural’ processes
could only result, according to the ideology of the survival of the fittest, in
social disaster, for example by protecting degenerate individuals.

In England, Herbert Spencer attempted to integrate a commitment to
liberal individualism and social Darwinism, and developed a version of
structural functionalism in which societies as systems adapt to their envi-
ronment through a process of structural differentiation. In Germany, Marx
and Engels also recognized the influence of Darwin and to some extent one
can regard the class struggle as a social mechanism by which revolution-
ary, as opposed to evolutionary, change takes place. In this case, ‘historical
materialism’ was the Marxist equivalent of ‘evolutionary change’. Weber
was also partially influenced by Darwinistic metaphors in his Freiburg
inaugural address when he referred to the struggle for space (‘elbow
room’) in eastern Germany in terms of a struggle between species. In
France, Durkheim’s notions about positivistic sociology were influenced
by his reading of medical positivism. 

How far these medical and biological perspectives influenced Parsons’s
own version of structural functionalism has remained controversial
(Haines, 1987). Parsons’s functionalism was certainly influenced by medical
and biological theories of organic systems. For example, medical theories
which studied the human body as a functional system proved to be signifi-
cant in Parsons’s early understanding of how social systems adapt to their
environment. However, his later work on social systems theory was more
directly influenced by cybernetics and he came to understand social sys-
tems as organizations of media of communication. Contemporary social
systems theory, for example in the work of Niklas Luhmann (1995) has fol-
lowed a similar route in which social systems are essentially communica-
tions systems whose functions are about the management of meaning and
the simplification of complexity.

In this collection of essays, I have however been more interested in
the specific relationship between Marx’s political economy, the sociology
of Weber and the legacy of that intellectual encounter. My perspective on
sociology argues that there is a continuous, internal intellectual thread
to sociology as a discipline, namely the debate with economic theories of
society. If we regard Marx’s political economy as a response to classical
economics (such as Adam Smith and Ricardo) and utilitarian theory
(Jeremy Bentham), then Weber’s sociology was a response to Marx’s eco-
nomic theory of social class and social change. Weber’s primary concern,
at least in his comparative sociology, was to understand the economic
ethics of the world religions in order to develop a view of social change
(especially rationalization) as a response to the Marxian legacy. Although

278 Classical Sociology



the work was a posthumous publication, the title of Economy and Society
(Weber, 1978) is significant as an indication of the general orientation of his
research. In a similar fashion, Durkheim’s writing on suicide, professional
ethics and the division of labour was a response to the limitations and
negative effects of the hedonistic component of utilitarian economics.
Mannheim’s works on culture and knowledge were a critical response to
the weakness of economic reductionism in Marx’s economic analysis of
class. Simmel’s sociology of money attempted to provide an analysis of
money as a symbolic system of exchange, the consequences of which
increase alienation. Parsons’s sociology, especially in The Structure of Social
Action (1937), was an extended criticism of the limitations of rationalist
positivism in economic theory insofar as they cannot respond effectively to
the Hobbesian problem of order.

We can argue therefore that classical sociology emerged as an intellec-
tual response to economic theories of society, and that its early formulation
of class analysis, its development of theories of social change and its
understanding of cultural phenomena were responses to the limitations of
economic theory. In particular, sociology denied that marginal utility
theory was an adequate explanation of human motivation or an adequate
account of value. Early studies of religion were for example attempts to
understand magic and religion without assuming that they represented
faulty versions of utilitarian rationality. Sociology emerged as the study of
companionship (socius), and companionship indicates the importance of
sharing resources such as bread (pan) if fellowship is to be sustained.
Sociology’s preoccupation with the symbolic realm of human culture,
namely religion in its broadest significance, has been based on a concern to
understand how social bonds are formed and sustained, despite rather
than because of economic exchange. Sociology was ‘conservative’ only in
the sense that it regarded industrial capitalism as a threat to the possibility
of community.

Sociology as a discipline has been concerned with the relationship
between two dimensions of human collectivities, namely scarcity and sol-
idarity. It recognizes that scarcities, which are predominantly economic
and political aspects of society, are inescapable features of all human exis-
tence, and that somehow societies have to cope with and respond to
scarcity. Scarcity does not disappear with increasing economic prosperity,
because paradoxically it exists amongst plenty. As prosperity increases
new goods become desirable, and hence they become scarce. The develop-
ment of social arrangements to cope with scarcity are mundane and ubiq-
uitous. For example, the formation of a queue is a basic response to
scarcity, because it sets up an orderly method of managing the limitation of
a desirable good. However, the precise nature of the queue has important
cultural components: is the principle first in first served, or the elderly and
the needy to the front, or the strongest to the front? How do we get people
to accept and enforce queueing as a legitimate solution for scarcity?
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Alongside the fact of scarcity, sociologists have argued that society needs
some level of social order if it is to survive. The question of solidarity has
been a specifically sociological interest, and it is this analysis of social order
which has driven sociologists into an exploration of the functions of
language, symbolic systems, communication and values, namely culture.

It is important for sociology to retain a concern for the dynamic ten-
sions between both scarcity and solidarity. An emphasis on questions relat-
ing to scarcity often leads to an accusation of ‘economic reductionism’,
whereas the opposite emphasis on solidarity raises objections about a con-
servative bias or even ‘idealism’. Sociology as a discipline can function
effectively as the scientific study of society when it is concerned to probe
the contradictions, ambiguities and tensions between scarcity and solidar-
ity, that is between patterns of inequality and relations of co-operation. The
Marx–Weber dialogue was beneficial to the rise of sociology because it
endlessly explored these paradoxes of social struggle and co-operation in the
period of the development of European industrial capitalism. The debates
about status and class, religion and capitalism, ideology and knowledge,
intellectuals and hegemony, and sociology and political economy can in
retrospect be seen as explorations of the scarcity/solidarity dichotomy. In
this respect, the analysis of social citizenship can be seen as at least one out-
come of this legacy, because in T.H. Marshall’s formulation citizenship
mediates between scarcity (in the form of class inequalities) and the need
for solidarity (in the redistribution of resources to contain class conflict and
promote social solidarity). The result of those debates was to produce a
rich legacy of theories, concepts, methodologies and empirical findings
which constituted sociology as a discipline.

Parsons’s structural functionalism has often been criticized for its con-
servative bias, as a sociology which explained social order by reference to
shared values and as a result neglected issues relating to scarcity. This crit-
icism is somewhat misleading and exaggerated, because in fact Parsons’s
account of the social system was an attempt to understand two crucial
dimensions of any society, namely the dimensions of allocation and inte-
gration. The allocative function required an analysis of how scarce
resources are distributed; the integrative function, of how social integra-
tion is secured. In the allocative functions, there were political decisions
about the ends or goals of society, and economic decisions about how,
within the political framework, society can produce goods and services. In
the integrative function, there is the motivation of individuals to achieve
necessary goals and objectives, and finally there is the need to maintain
values and norms to resolve social conflicts and tensions. This scheme was
intended both to produce an interdisciplinary programme and to defend
sociology as a discipline within the action frame of reference. Parsons’s
model of political, economic, cultural and psychological inputs to the
four sub-systems (of goal-attainment, adaptation, integration and latency)
was originally developed in the context of the emerging interdisciplinary
programme at Harvard, namely the Department and Laboratory of Social
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Relations (Parsons, 1973). The specific task of sociology within social
systems theory was to understand how values contribute to maintaining
social solidarity through an analysis of action. According to Parsons’s prin-
ciple of voluntary action, people make choices between different courses of
action with respect to scarce resources in terms of values and norms.

The Parsonian solution to the relationship between scarcity and
solidarity was never entirely successful for reasons which have been
addressed in Chapter 9 on Parsons and the social system. The Parsonian
paradigm was heavily attacked by so-called conflict theory which claimed
that Parsons’s sociology neglected issues to do with scarcity such as class
structures and inequality. With the breakup of the influence of Parsonian
sociology after his death in 1979, no paradigm has emerged as dominant
and in the post-war period there have been various trends in sociology
(symbolic interactionism, ethnomethodology, conflict sociology, rational
choice theory and so forth) which have sought to correct the (alleged) prob-
lems of the Parsonian paradigm. There have also been attempts to restore
a Parsonian approach in the form of neo-functionalism (Alexander, 1985).
The failure of sociology to resolve these intellectual disagreements has pro-
duced further fragmentation and uncertainty. Indeed with the rise of post-
modernism and cultural studies, there have been arguments to suggest
that the very concept of ‘the social’ was historically limited.

The implication is that the end of ‘the social’ is also the end of sociology.
The growth of cultural studies was initially not related to the intellectual
fragmentation of sociology but to the crisis in departments of English lit-
erature. Cultural studies proved to be a successful response to the institu-
tional and ideological crises of English literature. The challenge to the
English canon from decolonization literature, multiculturalism and femi-
nism was crucial in the transformation of the study of English literature
into literary studies. However, cultural studies eventually grew out of lit-
erary studies and cultural studies has continued to be a literary study of
texts. As a result, society is simply read as a cultural text in which it is
deconstructed or undone. Studies of cultural hyper-reality attempt to
analyse the boundary between the real and the unreal in the age of global
television without any commitment to systematic empirical research into
social relationships. Textual analysis has no clear sense of the need to
assess empirically the effects of texts, or signs, or images. It has little sense
of the phenomenological concreteness of the experiences of cultural objects
in particular times and places. The underlying common theme of both
cultural studies and postmodern theory is the impact of information tech-
nology on education, social stratification, political struggles and cultural
representation. The erosion of English literature by literary studies, and the
incursions on literary studies made by cultural studies, redoubled the
tendency to subsume the social under the cultural.

In some respects, the crisis of English literary studies in American
universities has been far more profound than in British and Common-
wealth universities. In America during the cold war, a unified curriculum
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for literary studies was important to differentiate western from Soviet
culture. With the collapse of the ‘communist menace’, American literary
studies as a coherent university programme began to fall apart. The
emphasis on multiculturalism and the recognition of difference ruled out
any normative or canonical curriculum. The impossibility of a unitary
programme of literary studies created an academic vacuum which was
quickly and effectively filled by cultural studies. The study of media,
communication and culture became dominated by a power/knowledge
problematic which, with one or two notable exceptions, was explored
almost exclusively first at a textual level and later at a digital level. These
disciplinary changes need to be also seen within the context of a growth in
the corporatization and commercialization of the university system.
Literary studies does not sit easily within a university system which needs
to generate significant injections of investment funding from private
industry. By contrast, cultural studies can claim to have some relevance to
the growth of the communications and consumer industries.

In a period of state intervention in the regulation of the economy and the
creation of a welfare state, the discipline of sociology could legitimately
claim to have relevance to the creation and professional development of
policy analysts, civil servants and professional workers in the service sector.
During the 1960s Marshall’s theory of social citizenship provided an intel-
lectual framework for both social policy and social work. It was an obvious
bridge between Weberian sociology and applied social science. With the ero-
sion of a centralized welfare state and the growth of neo-liberalism, there has
been a marked departure from social Keynesian policies with the result that
the traditional place of sociology with respect to training in social policy has
been undermined. With the spread of cultural studies and the decline of cen-
tralized welfare policies, sociology has often become subsumed under either
‘social theory’ and/or ‘cultural studies’ as a general or liberal education.

This co-optation of sociology is unsatisfactory because ‘reading’ all
social relations as cultural relations, apart from its other difficulties, leaves
out the tensions between scarcity and solidarity as the intellectual terrain
within which the social sciences function. Cultural studies has not only
marginalized the questions traditionally addressed by Marxist political
economy, but also Weberian sociology as a general framework for the analy-
sis of patterns of scarcity and solidarity. We can define Weber’s principal
analytical interests as the problem of scarcity (especially a scarcity of mean-
ing with secularization), the political scarcity of resources (which underlies
the division between class, status and power), the sources of social solidar-
ity in common religious systems, and finally the problem of social change
within a dynamic of scarcity and solidarity. Rationalization can be inter-
preted as a process which attempts to resolve the historical problem of
scarcity and solidarity through secular regulation. These political-economy
dimensions in both Marx and Weber are lost in cultural studies which we
can criticize as apolitical culturalism. 



There is a case for defending the legacy of Marx and Weber in classical
sociology, and further a need to defend the idea of theoretical cumulation.
The principal political component of cultural studies is the idea of differ-
ence, which is borrowed from postmodernism. Because in modern soci-
eties, culture is diversified through multiculturalism there is a greater
sense of the hybridity of modern cultural forms. Because there cannot be
an authoritative or unified culture, we need to protect and celebrate differ-
ent cultures. This argument in its own terms is perfectly valid, but by
implication it also argues that morality is also fragmented and relativized.
In short, cultural relativism is equated with moral relativism. Because post-
modern cultural studies assumes moral relativism, it cannot produce, let
alone accept, a unified moral criticism of modern societies. It is intellectu-
ally unlikely that cultural studies could develop an equivalent to Weber’s
notion of rationalization or Marx’s concept of alienation. Postmodern cul-
tural studies finds it difficult to promote a political vision of the modern
world apart from an implicit injunction to enjoy diversity. This lack of
politico-moral direction exists in a context of increasing alienation of intel-
lectuals from McUniversity and increasing rationalization of educational
systems. Cultural studies, despite claims to a connection with critical
theory, are not adequate as a contemporary response to politics and ethics.

In a period where multidisciplinary cultural studies have flourished,
arguments in favour of disciplinary training must appear (and are) inher-
ently conservative. I suggest there are at least three important responses to
contemporary multidisciplinarity. The first is that multidisciplinarity has
to presuppose strong disciplines as the foundation for cross-disciplinarity
co-operation. The second is that multidisciplinarity is in fact weak inter-
disciplinarity, because it makes no assumptions about what might be
appropriate combinations of study. Thirdly, multidisciplinarity is perfectly
compatible with the McDonaldization of the university curriculum,
because it is very compatible with departmental and faculty closures on
the grounds that in a perfect world of borderless multidisciplinarity every-
thing is compatible with everything else. The disciplinary basis of the
social sciences is worth defending on the grounds of depth and progres-
sion through a body of knowledge. Finally, sociology makes an important
contribution to the study of scarcity and solidarity in modern societies, but
to remain a discipline it requires an awareness of and commitment to the
peculiarities of its own historical tradition: Marx and Weber are major
aspects of that historical specificity.
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