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  1  For a time, his position was threatened by the increase in interest in the work of Karl Marx, who was already much 
better known to those in other fields and to the general public. But with the demise of world communism, Weber’s 
position of preeminence seems secure once again. 
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  Max Weber (1864–1920) is probably the best known and most influential figure in 
sociological theory (Burger, 1993; R. Collins, 1985; Kalberg, 2000; Sica, 2001; 
Whimster, 2001, 2005).  1   Weber’s work is so varied and subject to so many 
interpretations that it has influenced a wide array of sociological theories. It cer-
tainly had an influence on structural functionalism, especially through the work of 
Talcott Parsons. It has also come to be seen as important to the conflict tradition 
(R. Collins, 1975, 1990) and to critical theory, which was shaped almost as much 
by Weber’s ideas as it was by Marx’s orientation, as well as to Jurgen Habermas, 
the major inheritor of the critical-theory tradition (Outhwaite, 1994). Symbolic 
interactionists have been affected by Weber’s ideas on  verstehen,  as well as by 
others of Weber’s ideas. Alfred Schutz was powerfully affected by Weber’s work 
on meanings and motives, and he, in turn, played a crucial role in the development 
of ethnomethodology (see Chapter 11). Recently, rational choice theorists have 
acknowledged their debt to Weber (Norkus, 2000). Weber was and is a widely 
influential theorist. 
  This chapter begins with a discussion of Weber’s (1903–1917/1949) ideas on 
the methodology of the social sciences, which remain remarkably relevant and 
fruitful even today (Bruun, 2007; Ringer, 1997:171). A clear understanding of these 
ideas is necessary in dealing with Weber’s substantive and theoretical ideas. Weber 
was opposed to pure abstract theorizing. Instead, his theoretical ideas are embedded 
in his empirical, usually historical, research. Weber’s methodology shaped his 
research, and the combination of the two lies at the base of his theoretical 
orientation. 
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  Methodology 

   History and Sociology 
 Even though Weber was a student of, and took his first academic job in, law, his early 
career was dominated by an interest in history. As Weber moved more in the direction 
of the relatively new field of sociology, he sought to clarify its relationship to the 
established field of history. Although Weber felt that each field needed the other, his 
view was that the task of sociology was to provide a needed “service” to history 
(G. Roth, 1976:307). In Weber’s words, sociology performed only a “preliminary, 
quite modest task” (cited in R. Frank, 1976:21). Weber explained the difference 
between sociology and history: “Sociology seeks to formulate type concepts and gen-
eralized uniformities of empirical processes. This distinguishes it from history, which 
is oriented to the causal analysis and explanation of individual actions, structures, and 
personalities possessing cultural significance” (1921/1968:19). Despite this seemingly 
clear-cut differentiation, in his own work Weber was able to combine the two. His 
sociology was oriented to the development of clear concepts so that he could perform 
a causal analysis of historical phenomena. Weber defined his ideal procedure as “the 
sure imputation of individual concrete events occurring in historical reality  to con-
crete, historically  given causes through the study of precise empirical data which have 
been selected from specific points of view” (1903–1917/1949:69). We can think of 
Weber as a historical sociologist. 
  Weber’s thinking on sociology was profoundly shaped by a series of intel-
lectual debates ( Methodenstreit ) raging in Germany during his time. The most 
important of these debates was over the issue of the relationship between history 
and science. At the poles in this debate were those (the positivists [Halfpenny, 
2005]) who thought that history was composed of general ( nomothetic ) laws and 
those (the subjectivists) who reduced history to idiosyncratic ( idiographic ) actions 
and events. (The positivists thought that history could be like a natural science; the 
subjectivists saw the two as radically different.) For example, a nomothetic thinker 
would generalize about social revolutions, whereas an idiographic analyst would 
focus on the specific events leading up to the American Revolution. Weber rejected 
both extremes and in the process developed a distinctive way of dealing with his-
torical sociology. In Weber’s view, history is composed of unique empirical events; 
there can be no generalizations at the empirical level. Sociologists must, therefore, 
separate the empirical world from the conceptual universe that they construct. The 
concepts never completely capture the empirical world, but they can be used as 
heuristic tools for gaining a better understanding of reality. With these concepts, 
sociologists can develop generalizations, but these generalizations are not history 
and must not be confused with empirical. 
  Although Weber was clearly in favor of generalizing, he also rejected historians 
who sought to reduce history to a simple set of laws: “For the knowledge of histori-
cal phenomena in their concreteness, the most general laws, because they are devoid 
of content, are also the least valuable” (1903–1917/1949:80). For example, Weber 
rejected one historian (Wilhelm Roscher) who took as his task the search for the laws 
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 MAX WEBER 

  A Biographical Sketch  

     Max Weber was born in Erfurt, Germany, on April 21, 
1864, into a decidedly middle-class family (Radkau, 2009). 
Important differences between his parents had a profound 
effect upon both his intellectual orientation and his 
psychological development. His father was a bureaucrat 

who rose to a relatively important political position. He was clearly a part of the 
political establishment and as a result eschewed any activity or idealism that 
would require personal sacrifice or threaten his position within the system. In 
addition, the senior Weber was a man who enjoyed earthly pleasures, and in this 
and many other ways he stood in sharp contrast to his wife. Max Weber’s mother 
was a devout Calvinist, a woman who sought to lead an ascetic life largely devoid 
of the pleasures craved by her husband. Her concerns were more otherworldly; she 
was disturbed by the imperfections that were signs that she was not destined for 
salvation. These deep differences between the parents led to marital tension, and 
both the differences and the tension had an immense impact on Weber. 
  Because it was impossible to emulate both parents, Weber was presented 
with a clear choice as a child (Marianne Weber, 1975:62). He first seemed to opt 
for his father’s orientation to life, but later he drew closer to his mother’s 
approach. Whatever the choice, the tension produced by the need to choose 
between such polar opposites negatively affected Max Weber’s psyche. 
  At age 18, Max Weber left home for a short time to attend the University 
of Heidelberg. Weber had already demonstrated intellectual precocity, but on a 
social level he entered Heidelberg shy and underdeveloped. However, that quickly 
changed after he gravitated toward his father’s way of life and joined his father’s 
old dueling fraternity. There he developed socially, at least in part because of 
the huge quantities of beer he consumed with his peers. In addition, he proudly 
displayed the dueling scars that were the trademark of such fraternities. Weber 
not only manifested his identity with his father’s way of life in these ways but 
also chose, at least for the time being, his father’s career—the law. 
  After three terms, Weber left Heidelberg for military service, and in 1884 
he returned to Berlin and to his parents’ home to take courses at the University 
of Berlin. He remained there for most of the next eight years as he completed 
his studies, earned his Ph.D., became a lawyer (see Turner and Factor, 1994, for 
a discussion of the impact of legal thinking on Weber’s theorizing), and started 
teaching at the University of Berlin. In the process, his interests shifted more 

of the historical evolution of a people and who believed that all peoples went through 
a typical sequence of stages (1903–1906/1975). As Weber put it, “The reduction of 
empirical reality . . . to ‘laws’ is meaningless” (1903–1917/1949:80). In other terms: “A 
systematic science of culture . . . would be senseless in itself” (Weber, 1903–1917/1949:84). 
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toward his lifelong concerns—economics, history, and sociology. During his eight 
years in Berlin, Weber was financially dependent on his father, a circumstance he 
progressively grew to dislike. At the same time, he moved closer to his mother’s 
values, and his antipathy to his father increased. He adopted an ascetic life and 
plunged deeply into his work. For example, during one semester as a student, his 
work habits were described as follows: “He continues the rigid work discipline, 
regulates his life by the clock, divides the daily routine into exact sections for 
the various subjects, saves in his way, by feeding himself evenings in his room 
with a pound of raw chopped beef and four fried eggs” (Mitzman, 1969/1971:48; 
Marianne Weber, 1975:105). Thus Weber, following his mother, had become 
ascetic and diligent, a compulsive worker—in contemporary terms a “workaholic.” 
  This compulsion for work led in 1896 to a position as professor of economics 
at Heidelberg. But in 1897, when Weber’s academic career was blossoming, his 
father died following a violent argument between them. Shortly thereafter Weber 
began to manifest symptoms that were to culminate in a nervous breakdown. Often 
unable to sleep or to work, Weber spent the next six or seven years in near-total 
collapse. After a long hiatus, some of his powers began to return in 1903, but it 
was not until 1904, when he delivered (in the United States) his first lecture in six 
and a half years, that Weber was able to begin to return to active academic life. In 
1904 and 1905, he published one of his best-known works,  The Protestant Ethic and 
the Spirit of Capitalism.  In this work, Weber announced the ascendance of his 
mother’s religion on an academic level. Weber devoted much of his time to the 
study of religion, though he was not personally religious. 
  Although he continued to be plagued by psychological problems, after 
1904 Weber was able to function, indeed to produce some of his most important 
work. In these years, Weber published his studies of the world’s religions in 
world-historical perspective (for example, China, India, and ancient Judaism). At 
the time of his death (June 14, 1920), he was working on his most important 
work,  Economy and Society  (1921/1968). Although this book was published, and 
subsequently translated into many languages, it was unfinished. 
  In addition to producing voluminous writings in this period, Weber undertook 
a number of other activities. He helped found the German Sociological Society in 
1910. His home became a center for a wide range of intellectuals, including 
sociologists such as Georg Simmel, Robert Michels, and his brother Alfred Weber, as 
well as the philosopher and literary critic Georg Lukács (Scaff, 1989:186–222). In 
addition, Max Weber was active politically and wrote essays on the issues of the day. 
  There was a tension in Weber’s life and, more important, in his work 
between the bureaucratic mind, as represented by his father, and his mother’s 
religiosity. This unresolved tension permeates Weber’s work as it permeated his 
personal life. 

This view is reflected in various specific historical studies. For example, in his study 
of ancient civilizations, Weber admitted that although in some respects earlier times 
were precursors of things to come, “the long and continuous history of Mediterranean-
European civilization does not show either closed cycles or linear progress. Sometimes 
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phenomena of ancient civilizations have disappeared entirely and then come to light 
again in an entirely new context” (1896–1906/1976:366). 
  In rejecting these opposing views of German historical scholarship, Weber fash-
ioned his own perspective, which constituted a fusion of the two orientations. Weber 
felt that history (that is, historical sociology) was appropriately concerned with both 
individuality  and  generality. The unification was accomplished through the develop-
ment and utilization of general concepts (what are later called “ideal types”) in the 
study of particular individuals, events, or societies. These general concepts are to be 
used “to identify and define the individuality of each development, the characteristics 
which made the one conclude in a manner so different from that of the other. Thus 
done, one can then determine the causes which led to the differences” (Weber, 1896–
1906/1976:385). In doing this kind of causal analysis, Weber rejected, at least at a 
conscious level, the idea of searching for a single causal agent throughout history.  2   
He instead used his conceptual arsenal to rank the various factors involved in a given 
historical case in terms of their causal significance (G. Roth, 1971). 
  Weber’s views on historical sociology were shaped in part by the availability 
of, and his commitment to the study of, empirical historical data. His was the first 
generation of scholars to have available reliable data on historical phenomena from 
many parts of the world (MacRae, 1974). Weber was more inclined to immerse 
himself in these historical data than he was to dream up abstract generalizations about 
the basic thrust of history. Although this led him to some important insights, it also 
created serious problems in understanding his work; he often got so involved in 
historical detail that he lost sight of the basic reasons for the historical study. In 
addition, the sweep of his historical studies encompassed so many epochs and so 
many societies that he could do little more than make rough generalizations (G. Roth, 
1971). Despite these problems, Weber’s commitment to the scientific study of empir-
ical phenomena made him attractive to the developing discipline of sociology in the 
United States. 
  In sum, Weber believed that history is composed of an inexhaustible array of 
specific phenomena. To study these phenomena, it was necessary to develop a variety 
of concepts designed to be useful for research on the real world. As a general rule, 
although Weber (as we will see) did not adhere to it strictly and neither do most 
sociologists and historians, the task of sociology was to develop these concepts, which 
history was to use in causal analyses of specific historical phenomena. In this way, 
Weber sought to combine the specific and the general in an effort to develop a science 
that did justice to the complex nature of social life.  

  Verstehen 
 Weber felt that sociologists had an advantage over natural scientists. That advantage 
resided in the sociologist’s ability to  understand  social phenomena, whereas the 
natural scientist could not gain a similar understanding of the behavior of an atom 

  2  Ironically, Weber did seem (as we will see later in this chapter) to argue in his substantive work that there was such a 
causal agent in society—rationalization. 

rit11676_ch04_112-157.indd   116rit11676_ch04_112-157.indd   116 4/14/10   3:03:48 PM4/14/10   3:03:48 PM



 Chapter 4 Max Weber 117

or a chemical compound. The German word for understanding is  verstehen  (Soeffner, 
2005). Weber’s special use of the term  verstehen  in his historical research is one of 
his best-known and most controversial contributions to the methodology of contem-
porary sociology. As I clarify what Weber meant by  verstehen,  I will also underscore 
some of the problems involved in his conceptualization of it. The controversy sur-
rounding the concept of  verstehen,  as well as some of the problems involved in 
interpreting what Weber meant, grows out of a general problem with Weber’s meth-
odological thoughts. As Thomas Burger argued, Weber was neither very sophisti-
cated nor very consistent in his methodological pronouncements (1976; see also 
Hekman, 1983:26). He tended to be careless and imprecise because he felt that he 
was simply repeating ideas that were well known in his day among German histo-
rians. Furthermore, as pointed out above, Weber did not think too highly of meth-
odological reflections. 
  Weber’s thoughts on  verstehen  were relatively common among German histori-
ans of his day and were derived from a field known as  hermeneutics  (R. Brown, 2005; 
M. Martin, 2000; Pressler and Dasilva, 1996). Hermeneutics was a special approach 
to the understanding and interpretation of published writings. Its goal was to under-
stand the thinking of the author as well as the basic structure of the text. Weber and 
others (for example, Wilhelm Dilthey) sought to extend this idea from the understand-
ing of texts to the understanding of social life: 

  Once we have realized that the historical method is nothing more or less than the 
classical method of interpretation applied to overt action instead of to texts, a 
method aiming at identifying a human design, a “meaning” behind observable 
events, we shall have no difficulty in accepting that it can be just as well applied to 
human interaction as to individual actors. From this point of view all history is 
interaction, which has to be interpreted in terms of the rival plans of various actors.
 (Lachman, 1971:20)  

  In other words, Weber sought to use the tools of hermeneutics to understand 
actors, interaction, and indeed all of human history.  3   
  One common misconception about  verstehen  is that it is simply the use of 
“intuition” by the researcher. Thus many critics see it as a “soft,” irrational, subjective 
research methodology. However, Weber categorically rejected the idea that  verstehen  
involved simply intuition, sympathetic participation, or empathy (1903–1917/1949). 
To him,  verstehen  involved doing systematic and rigorous research rather than simply 
getting a “feeling” for a text or social phenomenon. In other words, for Weber 
(1921/1968)  verstehen  was a rational procedure of study. 
  The key question in interpreting Weber’s concept of  verstehen  is whether he 
thought that it was most appropriately applied to the subjective states of individual 
actors or to the subjective aspects of large-scale units of analysis (for example, cul-
ture). As we will see, Weber’s focus on the cultural and social-structural contexts of 
action leads us to the view that  verstehen  is a tool for macro-level analysis.  

  3  Hermeneutics has become a major intellectual concern in recent years, especially in the work of Martin Heidegger, 
Hans-Georg Gadamer, and Jurgen Habermas (Bleicher, 1980). For a strong argument in favor of using hermeneutics 
today, see Sica (1986), and for an appreciation of Weber’s hermeneutics, see Oliver (1983). 
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  Causality 
 Another aspect of Weber’s methodology was his commitment to the study of causal-
ity (Ringer, 1997:75). Weber was inclined to see the study of the causes of social 
phenomena as being within the domain of history, not sociology. Yet to the degree 
that history and sociology cannot be clearly separated—and they certainly are not 
clearly separated in Weber’s substantive work—the issue of causality is relevant to 
sociology. Causality is also important because it is, as we will see, another place in 
which Weber sought to combine nomothetic and idiographic approaches. 
  By  causality  Weber (1921/1968) simply meant the probability that an event will 
be followed or accompanied by another event. It was not, in his view, enough to look 
for historical constants, repetitions, analogies, and parallels, as many historians are 
content to do. Instead, the researcher has to look at the reasons for, as well as the 
meanings of, historical changes (G. Roth, 1971). Although Weber can be seen as hav-
ing a one-way causal model—in contrast to Marx’s dialectical mode of reasoning—in 
his substantive sociology he was always attuned to the interrelationships among the 
economy, society, polity, organization, social stratification, religion, and so forth 
(G. Roth, 1968). Thus, Weber operates with a multicausal approach in which “ hosts  
of interactive influences are very often effective causal factors” (Kalberg, 1994:13). 
  Weber was quite clear on the issue of multiple causality in his study of the 
relationship between Protestantism and the spirit of capitalism. Although he is some-
times interpreted differently, Weber (1904–1905/1958) simply argued that the Protes-
tant ethic was  one of  the causal factors in the rise of the modern spirit of capitalism. 
He labeled as “foolish” the idea that Protestantism was the sole cause. Similarly fool-
ish, in Weber’s view, was the idea that capitalism could have arisen “only” as a result 
of the Protestant Reformation; other factors could have led to the same result. Here 
is the way Weber made his point: 

  We shall as far as possible clarify the manner and the general  direction in which  . . . 
the religious movements have influenced the development of material culture. Only 
when this has been determined with reasonable accuracy can the attempt be made 
to estimate to what extent the historical development of modern culture can be 
attributed to those  religious forces and to what extent to others. 

(Weber, 1904–1905/1958:91–92; italics added)  

 In  The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism,  as well as in most of the rest of 
his historical work, Weber was interested in the question of causality, but he did not 
operate with a simple one-way model; he was always attuned to the interrelationships 
among a number of social factors. 
  The critical thing to remember about Weber’s thinking on causality is his belief 
that because we can have a special understanding of social life ( verstehen ), the causal 
knowledge of the social sciences is different from the causal knowledge of the natu-
ral sciences. As Weber put it: “ ‘Meaningfully’ interpretable human conduct (‘action’) 
is identifiable by reference to ‘valuations’ and meanings. For this reason, our criteria 
for  causal  explanation have a unique kind of satisfaction in the ‘historical’ explanation 
of such an ‘entity’” (1903–1906/1975:185). Thus the causal knowledge of the social 
scientist is different from the causal knowledge of the natural scientist. 
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  Weber’s thoughts on causality were intimately related to his efforts to come to 
grips with the conflict between nomothetic and idiographic knowledge. Those who sub-
scribe to a nomothetic point of view would argue that there is a necessary relationship 
among social phenomena, whereas the supporters of an idiographic perspective would 
be inclined to see only random relationships among these entities. As usual, Weber took 
a middle position, epitomized in his concept of “adequate causality.” The notion of 
 adequate causality  adopts the view that the best we can do in sociology is make prob-
abilistic statements about the relationship between social phenomena; that is, if  x  occurs, 
then it is  probable  that  y  will occur. The goal is to “estimate the  degree  to which a 
certain effect is ‘favored’ by certain ‘conditions’ “ (Weber, 1903–1917/1949:183).  

  Ideal Types 
 The ideal type is one of Weber’s best-known contributions to contemporary sociology 
(Drysdale, 1996; Hekman, 1983; Lindbekk, 1992; McKinney, 1966; Zijderveld, 2005). 
As we have seen, Weber believed it was the responsibility of sociologists to develop 
conceptual tools, which could be used later by historians and sociologists. The most 
important such conceptual tool was the ideal type: 

  An ideal type is formed by the one-sided  accentuation  of one or more points of 
view and by the synthesis of a great many diffuse, discrete, more or less present 
and occasionally absent  concrete individual  phenomena, which are arranged 
according to those one-sidedly emphasized viewpoints into a unified  analytical  
construct . . . In its conceptual purity, this mental construct . . . cannot be found 
empirically anywhere in reality.

(Weber, 1903–1917/1949:90)  

  In spite of this definition, Weber was not totally consistent in the way he used 
the ideal type. To grasp what the concept means initially, we will have to overlook 
some of the inconsistencies. At its most basic level, an  ideal type  is a concept con-
structed by a social scientist, on the basis of his or her interests and theoretical ori-
entation, to capture the essential features of some social phenomenon. 
  The most important thing about ideal types is that they are heuristic devices; they 
are to be useful and helpful in doing empirical research and in understanding a specific 
aspect of the social world (or a “historical individual”). As Lachman said, an ideal type 
is “essentially a measuring rod” (1971:26), or in Kalberg’s terms, a “yardstick” 
(1994:87). Here is the way Weber put it: “Its function is the comparison with empiri-
cal reality in order to establish its divergences or similarities, to describe them with 
the  most unambiguously intelligible concepts,  and to understand and explain them 
causally” (1903–1917/1949:43). Ideal types are heuristic devices to be used in the study 
of slices of historical reality. For example, social scientists would construct an ideal-
typical bureaucracy on the basis of their immersion in historical data. This ideal type 
can then be compared to actual bureaucracies. The researcher looks for divergences in 
the real case from the exaggerated ideal type. Next, the social scientist must look for 
the causes of the deviations. Some typical reasons for these divergences are: 

    1. Actions of bureaucrats that are motivated by  misinformation.   
    2. Strategic errors,  primarily by the bureaucratic leaders.  
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    3. Logical fallacies  undergirding the actions of leaders and followers.  
   4. Decisions made in the bureaucracy on the basis of  emotion.   
    5. Any irrationality  in the action of bureaucratic leaders and followers.   

  To take another example, an ideal-typical military battle delineates the principal 
components of such a battle—opposing armies, opposing strategies, materiel at the disposal 
of each, disputed land (“no-man’s land”), supply and support forces, command centers, 
and leadership qualities. Actual battles may not have all these elements, and that is one 
thing a researcher wants to know. The basic point is that the elements of any particular 
military battle may be compared with the elements identified in the ideal type. 
  The elements of an ideal type (such as the components of the ideal-typical mil-
itary battle) are not to be thrown together arbitrarily; they are combined on the basis 
of their compatibility. As Hekman puts it, “Ideal types are not the product of the whim 
or fancy of a social scientist, but are logically constructed concepts” (1983:32). (How-
ever, they can and should reflect the interests of the social scientist.) 
  In Weber’s view, the ideal type was to be derived inductively from the real world 
of social history. Weber did not believe that it was enough to offer a carefully defined 
set of concepts, especially if they were deductively derived from an abstract theory. 
The concepts had to be empirically adequate (G. Roth, 1971). Thus, in order to pro-
duce ideal types, researchers had first to immerse themselves in historical reality and 
then derive the types from that reality. 
  In line with Weber’s efforts to find a middle ground between nomothetic and 
idiographic knowledge, he argued that ideal types should be neither too general nor 
too specific. For example, in the case of religion he would reject ideal types of the 
history of religion in general, but he would also be critical of ideal types of very 
specific phenomena, such as an individual’s religious experience. Rather, ideal types 
are developed of intermediate phenomena such as Calvinism, Pietism, Methodism, 
and Baptism (Weber, 1904–1905/1958). 
  Although ideal types are to be derived from the real world, they are not to be 
mirror images of that world. Rather, they are to be one-sided exaggerations (based on 
the researcher’s interests) of the essence of what goes on in the real world. In Weber’s 
view, the more exaggerated the ideal type, the more useful it will be for historical 
research. 
  The use of the word  ideal  or  utopia  should not be construed to mean that the 
concept being described is in any sense the best of all possible worlds. As used by 
Weber, the term meant that the form described in the concept was rarely, if ever, found 
in the real world. In fact, Weber argued that the ideal type need not be positive or cor-
rect; it can just as easily be negative or even morally repugnant (1903–1917/1949). 
  Ideal types should make sense in themselves, the meaning of their components 
should be compatible, and they should aid us in making sense of the real world. 
Although we have come to think of ideal types as describing static entities, Weber 
believed that they could describe either static or dynamic entities. Thus we can have 
an ideal type of a structure, such as a bureaucracy, or of a social development, such 
as bureaucratization. 
  Ideal types also are not developed once and for all. Because society is constantly 
changing, and the interests of social scientists are as well, it is necessary to develop 
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new typologies to fit the changing reality. This is in line with Weber’s view that there 
can be no timeless concepts in the social sciences (G. Roth, 1968). 
  Although I have presented a relatively unambiguous image of the ideal type, 
there are contradictions in the way Weber defined the concept. In addition, in his own 
substantive work, Weber used the ideal type in ways that differed from the ways he 
said it was to be used. As Burger noted, “The ideal types presented in  Economy and 
Society  are a mixture of definitions, classification, and specific hypotheses seemingly 
too divergent to be reconcilable with Weber’s statements” (1976:118). Although she 
disagrees with Burger on Weber’s inconsistency in defining ideal types, Hekman 
(1983:38–59) also recognizes that Weber offers several varieties of ideal types: 

     1. Historical ideal types.  These relate to phenomena found in some particular 
historical epoch (for example, the modern capitalistic marketplace).  

    2. General sociological ideal types.  These relate to phenomena that cut across a 
number of historical periods and societies (for example, bureaucracy).  

    3. Action ideal types.  These are pure types of action based on the motivations of 
the actor (for example, affectual action).  

    4. Structural ideal types.  These are forms taken by the causes and consequences 
of social action (for example, traditional domination).   

 Clearly Weber developed an array of varieties of ideal types, and some of the richness 
in his work stems from their diversity, although common to them all is their mode of 
construction. 
  Kalberg (1994) argues that while the heuristic use of ideal types in empirical 
research is important, it should not be forgotten that they also play a key  theoretical  
role in Weber’s work. Although Weber rejects the idea of theoretical laws, he does 
use ideal types in various ways to create theoretical models. Thus, ideal types consti-
tute the theoretical building blocks for the construction of a variety of theoretical 
models (for example, the routinization of charisma and the rationalization of society—
both of which are discussed later in this chapter), and these models are then used to 
analyze specific historical developments.  

  Values 
 Modern sociological thinking in America on the role of values in the social sciences 
has been shaped to a large degree by an interpretation, often simplistic and erroneous, 
of Weber’s notion of  value-free  sociology (Hennis, 1994; McFalls, 2007). A common 
perception of Weber’s view is that social scientists should  not  let their personal values 
influence their scientific research in any way. As we will see, Weber’s work on 
values is far more complicated and should not be reduced to the simplistic notion that 
values should be kept out of sociology (Tribe, 1989:3). 

  Values and Teaching 
 Weber (1903–1917/1949) was most clear about the need for teachers to control their 
personal values in the classroom. From his point of view, academicians have a perfect 
right to express their personal values freely in speeches, in the press, and so forth, 
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but the academic lecture hall is different. Weber was opposed to those teachers who 
preached “their evaluations on ultimate questions ‘in the name of science’ in gov-
ernmentally privileged lecture halls in which they are neither controlled, checked by 
discussion, nor subject to contradiction. . . . The lecture hall should be held separate 
from the arena of public discussion” (1903–1917/1949:4). The most important dif-
ference between a public speech and an academic lecture lies in the nature of the 
audience. A crowd watching a public speaker has chosen to be there and can leave at 
any time. But students, if they want to succeed, have little choice but to listen atten-
tively to their professor’s value-laden positions. There is little ambiguity in this aspect 
of Weber’s position on value-freedom. The academician is to express “facts,” not 
personal values, in the classroom. Although teachers may be tempted to insert values 
because they make a course more interesting, teachers should be wary of employing 
values, because such values will “weaken the students’ taste for sober empirical 
analysis” (Weber, 1903–1917/1949:9). The only question is whether it is realistic to 
think that professors could eliminate most values from their presentations. Weber 
could adopt this position because he believed it possible to separate fact and value. 
However, Marx would disagree because in his view fact and value are intertwined, 
dialectically interrelated.  

  Values and Research 
 Weber’s position on the place of values in social research is far more ambiguous. 
Weber did believe in the ability to separate fact from value, and this view could be 
extended to the research world: “Investigator and teacher should keep unconditionally 
separate the establishment of empirical facts . . . and  his  own personal evaluations, 
i.e., his evaluation of these facts as satisfactory or unsatisfactory” (1903–1917/1949:11). 
He often differentiated between existential knowledge of what is and normative 
knowledge of what ought to be (Weber, 1903–1917/1949). For example, on the found-
ing of the German Sociological Society, he said: “The Association rejects, in principle 
and definitely, all propaganda for action-oriented ideas from its midst.” Instead, the 
association was pointed in the direction of the study of “what is, why something is 
the way it is, for what historical and social reasons” (G. Roth, 1968:5). 
  However, several facts point in a different direction and show that despite the 
evidence described, Weber did not operate with the simplistic view that values should 
be totally eliminated from social research. While, as we will see, Weber perceived a 
role for values in a specific aspect of the research process, he thought that they should 
be kept out of the actual collection of research data. By this Weber meant that we 
should employ the regular procedures of scientific investigation, such as accurate 
observation and systematic comparison. 
  Values are to be restricted to the time before social research begins. They should 
shape the selection of what we choose to study. Weber’s (1903–1917/1949:21) ideas 
on the role of values prior to social research are captured in his concept of  value-
relevance.  As with many of Weber’s methodological concepts, value-relevance is 
derived from the work of the German historicist Heinrich Rickert, for whom it involved 
“a selection of those parts of empirical reality which for human beings embody one 
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or several of those general cultural values which are held by people in the society in 
which the scientific observers live” (Burger, 1976:36). In historical research, this 
would mean that the choice of objects to study would be made on the basis of what 
is considered important in the particular society in which the researchers live. That 
is, they choose what to study of the past on the basis of the contemporary value 
system. In his specific case, Weber wrote of value-relevance from the “standpoint of 
the interests of the modern European” (1903–1917/1949:30). For example, bureau-
cracy was a very important part of the German society of Weber’s time, and he 
chose, as a result, to study that phenomenon (or the lack of it) in various historical 
settings. 
  Thus, to Weber, value judgments are not to be withdrawn completely from 
scientific discourse. Although Weber was opposed to confusing fact and value, he did 
not believe that values should be excised from the social sciences: “An  attitude of 
moral indifference  has no connection with  scientific  ‘objectivity’” (1903–1917/1949:60). 
He was prepared to admit that values have a certain place, though he warned research-
ers to be careful about the role of values: “It should be constantly made clear . . . 
exactly at which point the scientific investigator becomes silent and the evaluating 
and acting person begins to speak” (Weber, 1903–1917/1949:60). When expressing 
value positions, sociological researchers must always keep themselves and their audi-
ences aware of those positions. 
  There is a gap between what Weber said and what he actually did. Weber was 
not afraid to express a value judgment, even in the midst of the analysis of historical 
data. For example, he said that the Roman state suffered from a convulsive sickness 
of its social body. It can be argued that in Weber’s actual work values not only were 
a basic device for selecting subjects to study but also were involved in the acquisition 
of meaningful knowledge of the social world. Gary Abraham (1992) has made the 
point that Weber’s work, especially his views on Judaism as a world religion, was 
distorted by his values. In his sociology of religion (discussed later in this chapter), 
Weber termed the Jews “pariah people.” Weber traced this position of outsider more 
to the desire of Jews to segregate themselves than to their exclusion by the rest of 
society. Thus Weber, accepting the general view of the day, argued that Jews would 
need to surrender Judaism in order to be assimilated into German society. Abraham 
argues that this sort of bias affected not only Weber’s ideas on Judaism, but his work 
in general. This casts further doubt on Weber as a “value-free” sociologist, as well as 
on the conventional view of Weber as a liberal thinker. As Abraham says, “Max Weber 
was probably as close to tolerant liberalism as majority Germany could offer at the 
time” (1992:22). Weber was more of a nationalist supporting the assimilation of 
minority groups than he was a classical liberal favoring pluralism, and those values 
had a profound effect on his work (G. Roth, 2000). 
  Most American sociologists regard Weber as an exponent of value-free sociol-
ogy. The truth is that most American sociologists themselves subscribe to the idea of 
value-freedom, and they find it useful to invoke Weber’s name in support of their 
position. As we have seen, however, Weber’s work is studded with values. 
  One other aspect of Weber’s work on values worth noting is his ideas on the 
role of the social sciences in helping people make choices among various ultimate 
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value positions. Basically, Weber’s view is that there is  no  way of scientifically 
choosing among alternative value positions. Thus, social scientists cannot presume 
to make such choices for people. “The social sciences, which are strictly empirical 
sciences, are the least fitted to presume to save the individual the difficulty of mak-
ing a choice” (Weber, 1903–1917/1949:19). The social scientist can derive certain 
factual conclusions from social research, but this research cannot tell people what 
they “ought” to do. Empirical research can help people choose an adequate means 
to an end, but it cannot help them choose that end as opposed to other ends. Weber 
says, “It can never be the task of an empirical science to provide binding norms 
and ideals from which directions for immediate practical activity can be derived” 
(1903–1917/1949:52).     

  Substantive Sociology 
  We turn now to Weber’s substantive sociology. We begin, as did Weber in his monu-
mental  Economy and Society,  at the levels of action and interaction, but we will soon 
encounter the basic paradox in Weber’s work: despite his seeming commitment to a 
sociology of small-scale processes, his work is primarily at the large-scale levels of 
the social world. (Many Weberians would disagree with this portrayal of paradox in 
Weber’s work. Kalberg [1994], for example, argues that Weber offers a more fully 
integrated micro-macro, or agency-structure, theory.) 

  What Is Sociology? 
 In articulating his view on sociology, Weber often took a stance against the large-
scale evolutionary sociology, the organicism, that was preeminent in the field at the 
time. For example, Weber said: “I became one [a sociologist] in order to put an end 
to collectivist notions. In other words, sociology, too, can only be practiced by pro-
ceeding from the action of one or more, few or many, individuals, that means, by 
employing a strictly ‘individualist’ method” (G. Roth, 1976:306). Despite his stated 
adherence to an “individualist” method, Weber was forced to admit that it is impos-
sible to eliminate totally collective ideas from sociology.  4   But even when he admit-
ted the significance of collective concepts, Weber ultimately reduced them to patterns 
and regularities of individual action: “For the subjective interpretation of action in 
sociological work these collectivities must be treated as  solely  the resultants and 
modes of organization of the particular acts of individual persons, since these alone 
can be treated as agents in a course of subjectively understandable action” 
(1921/1968:13). 
  At the individual level, Weber was deeply concerned with meaning, and the way 
in which it was formed. There seems little doubt that Weber believed in, and intended 
to undertake, a microsociology. But is that, in fact, what he did? Guenther Roth, one 
of Weber’s foremost interpreters, provides us with an unequivocal answer in his 

  4  In fact, Weber’s ideal types  are  collective concepts. 
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description of the overall thrust of  Economy and Society:  “the first strictly  empirical 
comparison of social structure  and normative order in  world-historical  depth” (1968:
xxvii). Mary Fulbrook directly addresses the discontinuity in Weber’s work: 

  Weber’s overt emphasis on the importance of [individual] meanings and motives in 
causal explanation of social action does not correspond adequately with the true 
mode of explanation involved in his comparative-historical studies of the world 
religions. Rather, the ultimate level of causal explanation in Weber’s substantive 
writings is that of the social-structural conditions under which certain forms of 
meaning and motivation can achieve historical efficacy.

(Fulbrook, 1978:71)  

  Lars Udehn (1981) has cast light on this problem in interpreting Weber’s work 
by distinguishing between Weber’s methodology and his substantive concerns and 
recognizing that there is a conflict or tension between them. In Udehn’s view, Weber 
uses an “individualist and subjectivist methodology” (1981:131). In terms of the lat-
ter, Weber is interested in what individuals do and why they do it (their subjective 
motives). In the former, Weber is interested in reducing collectivities to the actions 
of individuals. However, in most of his substantive sociology (as we will see), Weber 
focuses on large-scale structure (such as bureaucracy or capitalism) and is not focally 
concerned with what individuals do or why they do it.  5   Such structures are not 
reduced by Weber to the actions of individuals, and the actions of those in them are 
determined by the structures, not by their motives. There is little doubt that there is 
an enormous contradiction in Weber’s work, and it will concern us through much of 
this chapter. 
  With this as background, we are now ready for Weber’s definition of  sociology:  
“Sociology . . . is a  science  concerning itself with the  interpretive understanding  of 
 social action  and thereby with a  causal  explanation of its course and consequences” 
(1921/1968:4). Among the themes discussed earlier that are mentioned or implied in 
this definition are the following: 

   Sociology should be a science.  
  Sociology should be concerned with causality. (Here, apparently, Weber was 

combining sociology and history.)  
  Sociology should utilize interpretive understanding ( verstehen ).  

  We are now ready for what Weber meant by social action.    

  Social Action 
 Weber’s entire sociology, if we accept his words at face value, was based on his 
conception of social action (S. Turner, 1983). He differentiated between action and 
purely reactive behavior. The concept of behavior is reserved, then as now, for auto-
matic behavior that involves no thought processes. A stimulus is presented and behav-
ior occurs, with little intervening between stimulus and response. Such behavior was 

  5  Udehn argues that one exception is Weber’s analysis of the behavior of leaders. 
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not of interest in Weber’s sociology. He was concerned with action that clearly 
involved the intervention of thought processes (and the resulting meaningful action) 
between the occurrence of a stimulus and the ultimate response. To put it slightly 
differently, action was said to occur when individuals attached subjective meanings 
to their action. To Weber, the task of sociological analysis involved “the interpretation 
of action in terms of its subjective meaning” (1921/1968:8). A good, and more spe-
cific, example of Weber’s thinking on action is found in his discussion of  economic 
action,  which he defined as “ a conscious, primary  orientation to economic consider-
ation . . . for what matters is not the objective necessity of making economic provision, 
but the belief that it is necessary” (1921/1968:64). 
  In embedding his analysis in mental processes and the resulting meaningful 
action, Weber (1921/1968) was careful to point out that it is erroneous to regard 
psychology as the foundation of the sociological interpretation of action. Weber 
seemed to be making essentially the same point made by Durkheim in discussing at 
least some nonmaterial social facts. That is, sociologists are interested in mental pro-
cesses, but this is not the same as psychologists’ interest in the mind, personality, and 
so forth. 
  Although Weber implied that he had a great concern with mental processes, he 
actually spent little time on them. Hans Gerth and C. Wright Mills called attention to 
Weber’s lack of concern with mental processes: “Weber sees in the concept of per-
sonality a much abused notion referring to a profoundly irrational center of creativity, 
a center before which analytical inquiry comes to a halt” (1958:55). Schutz (1932/1967) 
was quite correct when he pointed out that although Weber’s work on mental processes 
is suggestive, it is hardly the basis for a systematic microsociology. But it was the 
suggestiveness of Weber’s work that made him relevant to those who developed the-
ories of individuals and their behavior—symbolic interactionism, phenomenology, and 
so forth. 
  In his action theory, Weber’s clear intent was to focus on individuals and pat-
terns and regularities of action and not on the collectivity. “Action in the sense of 
subjectively understandable orientation of behavior exists only as the behavior of one 
or more  individual  human beings” (Weber, 1921/1968:13). Weber was prepared to 
admit that for some purposes we may have to treat collectivities as individuals, “but 
for the subjective interpretation of action in sociological work these collectivities must 
be treated as  solely  the resultants and modes of organization of the particular acts of 
individual persons, since these alone can be treated as agents in a course of subjec-
tively understandable action” (1921/1968:13). It would seem that Weber could hardly 
be more explicit: the sociology of action is ultimately concerned with individuals,  not  
collectivities. 
  Weber utilized his ideal-type methodology to clarify the meaning of  action  by 
identifying four basic types of action. Not only is this typology significant for 
understanding what Weber meant by action, but it is also, in part, the basis for Weber’s 
concern with larger social structures and institutions. Of greatest importance is 
Weber’s differentiation between the two basic types of rational action. The first is 
 means-ends rationality,  or action that is “determined by expectations as to the behavior 
of objects in the environment and of other human beings; these expectations are used 
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as ‘conditions’ or ‘means’ for the attainment of the actor’s own rationally pursued and 
calculated ends” (Weber, 1921/1968:24). The second is  value rationality,  or action 
that is “determined by a conscious belief in the value for its own sake of some ethi-
cal, aesthetic, religious, or other form of behavior, independently of its prospects for 
success” (Weber, 1921/1968:24–25).  Affectual  action (which was of little concern to 
Weber) is determined by the emotional state of the actor.  Traditional  action (which 
was of far greater concern to Weber) is determined by the actor’s habitual and custom-
ary ways of behaving. 
  It should be noted that although Weber differentiated four ideal-typical forms 
of action, he was well aware that any given action usually involves a combination of 
all four ideal types of action. In addition, Weber argued that sociologists have a much 
better chance of understanding action of the more rational variety than they do of 
understanding action dominated by affect or tradition. 
  We turn now to Weber’s thoughts on social stratification, or his famous ideas 
on class, status, and party (or power). His analysis of stratification is one area in which 
Weber does operate, at least at first, as an action theorist.  

  Class, Status, and Party 
 One important aspect of this analysis is that Weber refused to reduce stratification to 
economic factors (or class, in Weber’s terms) but saw it as multidimensional. Thus, 
society is stratified on the bases of economics, status, and power. One resulting impli-
cation is that people can rank high on one or two of these dimensions of stratification 
and low on the other (or others), permitting a far more sophisticated analysis of social 
stratification than is possible when stratification is simply reduced (as it was by some 
Marxists) to variations in one’s economic situation. 
  Starting with class, Weber adhered to his action orientation by arguing that a 
class is not a community. Rather, a class is a group of people whose shared situation 
is a possible, and sometimes frequent, basis for action by the group (K. Smith, 2007). 
Weber contends that a “class situation” exists when three conditions are met: 

  (1) A number of people have in common a specific causal component of their life 
chances, insofar as (2) this component is represented exclusively by economic interests 
in the possession of goods and opportunities for income, and (3) is represented under 
the conditions of the commodity or labor markets. This is “class situation.”

(Weber, 1921/1968:927)  

 The concept of “class” refers to any group of people found in the same class situation. 
Thus a class is  not  a community but merely a group of people in the same economic, 
or market, situation. 
  In contrast to class, status does normally refer to communities; status groups 
are ordinarily communities, albeit rather amorphous ones. “Status situation” is defined 
by Weber as “every typical component of the life of men that is determined by a 
specific, positive or negative, social estimation of  honor ” (1921/1968:932). As a gen-
eral rule, status is associated with a style of life. (Status relates to consumption of 
goods produced, whereas class relates to economic production.) Those at the top of 
the status hierarchy have a different lifestyle than do those at the bottom. In this case, 
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lifestyle, or status, is related to class situation. But class and status are not necessar-
ily linked to one another: “Money and an entrepreneurial position are not in them-
selves status qualifications, although they may lead to them; and the lack of property 
is not in itself a status disqualification, although this may be a reason for it” (Weber, 
1921/1968:306). There is a complex set of relationships between class and status, and 
it is made even more complicated when we add the dimension of party. 
  While classes exist in the economic order and status groups in the social order, 
parties can be found in the political order. To Weber, parties “are always  structures  
struggling for domination” (cited in Gerth and Mills, 1958:195; italics added). Thus, 
parties are the most organized elements of Weber’s stratification system. Weber 
thinks of parties very broadly as including not only those that exist in the state but 
also those that may exist in a social club. Parties usually, but not always, represent 
class or status groups. Whatever they represent, parties are oriented to the attainment 
of power. 
  While Weber remained close to his action approach in his ideas on social strat-
ification, these ideas already indicate a movement in the direction of macro-level 
communities and structures. In most of his other work, Weber focused on such large-
scale units of analysis. Not that Weber lost sight of the action; the actor simply moved 
from being the focus of his concern to being largely a dependent variable determined 
by a variety of large-scale forces. For example, as we will see, Weber believed that 
individual Calvinists are impelled to act in various ways by the norms, values, and 
beliefs of their religion, but his focus was not on the individual but on the collective 
forces that impel the actor.  

  Structures of Authority 
 Weber’s sociological interest in the structures of authority was motivated, at least in 
part, by his political interests (Eliaeson, 2000). Weber was no political radical; in fact, 
he was often called the “bourgeois Marx” to reflect the similarities in the intellectual 
interests of Marx and Weber as well as their very different political orientations. 
Although Weber was almost as critical of modern capitalism as Marx was, he did not 
advocate revolution. He wanted to change society gradually, not overthrow it. He had 
little faith in the ability of the masses to create a “better” society. But Weber also saw 
little hope in the middle classes, which he felt were dominated by shortsighted, petty 
bureaucrats. Weber was critical of authoritarian political leaders like Bismarck. Nev-
ertheless, for Weber the hope—if indeed he had any hope—lay with the great politi-
cal leaders rather than with the masses or the bureaucrats. Along with his faith in 
political leaders went his unswerving nationalism. He placed the nation above all else: 
“The vital interests of the nation stand, of course, above democracy and parliamen-
tarianism” (Weber, 1921/1968:1383). Weber preferred democracy as a political form 
not because he believed in the masses but because it offered maximum dynamism and 
the best milieu to generate political leaders (Mommsen, 1974). Weber noted that 
authority structures exist in every social institution, and his political views were 
related to his analysis of these structures in all settings. Of course, they were most 
relevant to his views on the polity. 
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  Weber began his analysis of authority structures in a way that was consistent 
with his assumptions about the nature of action. He defined  domination  as the “prob-
ability that certain specific commands (or all commands) will be obeyed by a given 
group of persons” (Weber, 1921/1968:212). Domination can have a variety of bases, 
legitimate as well as illegitimate, but what mainly interested Weber were the legitimate 
forms of domination, or what he called  authority  (Leggewie, 2005). What concerned 
Weber, and what played a central role in much of his sociology, were the three bases 
on which authority is made legitimate to followers—rational, traditional, and charis-
matic. In defining these three bases, Weber remained fairly close to his ideas on 
individual action, but he rapidly moved to the large-scale structures of authority. 
  Authority legitimized on  rational  grounds rests “on a belief in the legality of 
enacted rules and the right of those elevated to authority under such rules to issue 
commands” (Weber, 1921/1968:215). Authority legitimized on  traditional  grounds is 
based on “an established belief in the sanctity of immemorial traditions and the legit-
imacy of those exercising authority under them” (Weber, 1921/1968:215). Finally, 
authority legitimized by  charisma   6   rests on the devotion of followers to the excep-
tional sanctity, exemplary character, heroism, or special powers (for example, the 
ability to work miracles) of leaders, as well as on the normative order sanctioned by 
them. All these modes of legitimizing authority clearly imply individual actors, thought 
processes (beliefs), and actions. But from this point, Weber, in his thinking about 
authority, did move quite far from an individual action base, as we will see when we 
discuss the authority structures erected on the basis of these types of legitimacy. 

  Rational-Legal Authority 
 Rational-legal authority can take a variety of structural forms, but the form that most 
interested Weber was  bureaucracy,  which he considered “the purest type of exercise 
of legal authority” (1921/1968:220). 

  Ideal-Typical Bureaucracy   Weber depicted bureaucracies in ideal-typical terms: 

  From a purely technical point of view, a bureaucracy is capable of attaining the 
highest degree of efficiency, and is in this sense formally the most rational known 
means of exercising authority over human beings. It is superior to any other form 
in precision, in stability, in the stringency of its discipline, and in its reliability. It 
thus makes possible a particularly high degree of calculability of results for the 
heads of the organization and for those acting in relation to it. It is finally superior 
both in intensive efficiency and in the scope of its operations and is formally 
capable of application to all kinds of administrative tasks.

(Weber, 1921/1968:223)  

  Despite his discussion of the positive characteristics of bureaucracies, here and 
elsewhere in his work, there is a fundamental ambivalence in his attitude toward 
them. Although he detailed their advantages, he was well aware of their problems. 
Weber expressed various reservations about bureaucratic organizations. For example, 

  6  The term charisma is used in Weber’s work in a variety of other ways and contexts as well; see Miyahara (1983). 
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he was cognizant of the “red tape” that often makes dealing with bureaucracies so 
trying and so difficult. His major fear, however, was that the rationalization that 
dominates all aspects of bureaucratic life was a threat to individual liberty. As Weber 
put it: 

  No machinery in the world functions so precisely as this apparatus of men and, 
moreover, so cheaply. . . . Rational calculation . . . reduces every worker to a cog 
in this bureaucratic machine and, seeing himself in this light, he will merely ask 
how to transform himself into a somewhat bigger cog. . . . The passion for 
bureaucratization drives us to despair.

(Weber, 1921/1968:liii)  

 Weber was appalled by the effects of bureaucratization and, more generally, of the 
rationalization of the world of which bureaucratization is but one component, but he 
saw no way out. He described bureaucracies as “escape proof,” “practically unshat-
terable,” and among the hardest institutions to destroy once they are established. Along 
the same lines, he felt that individual bureaucrats could not “squirm out” of the 
bureaucracy once they were “harnessed” in it (for a less ominous view of bureaucra-
tization, see Klagge, 1997). Weber concluded that “the future belongs to bureaucrati-
zation” (1921/1968:1401), and time has borne out his prediction. 
  Weber would say that his depiction of the advantages of bureaucracy is part of 
his ideal-typical image of the way it operates. The ideal-typical bureaucracy is a 
purposeful exaggeration of the rational characteristics of bureaucracies. Such an exag-
gerated model is useful for heuristic purposes and for studies of organizations in the 
real world, but it is not to be mistaken for a realistic depiction of the way bureaucra-
cies actually operate. 
  Weber distinguished the ideal-typical bureaucracy from the ideal-typical bureau-
crat. He conceived of bureaucracies as structures and of bureaucrats as positions 
within those structures. He did  not,  as his action orientation might lead us to expect, 
offer a social psychology of organizations or of the individuals who inhabit those 
bureaucracies (as modern symbolic interactionists might). 
  The ideal-typical bureaucracy is a type of organization. Its basic units are offices 
organized in a hierarchical manner with rules, functions, written documents, and 
means of compulsion. All these are, to varying degrees, large-scale structures that 
represent the thrust of Weber’s thinking. He could, after all, have constructed an ideal-
typical bureaucracy that focused on the thoughts and actions of individuals within the 
bureaucracy. There is a whole school of thought in the study of organizations that 
focuses precisely on this level rather than on the structures of bureaucracies (see, for 
example, Blankenship, 1977). 
  The following are the major characteristics of the ideal-typical bureaucracy: 

    1. It consists of a continuous organization of official functions (offices) bound 
by rules.  

   2. Each office has a specified sphere of competence. The office carries with it a 
set of obligations to perform various functions, the authority to carry out 
these functions, and the means of compulsion required to do the job.  

   3. The offices are organized into a hierarchical system.  
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   4. The offices may carry with them technical qualifications that require that the 
participants obtain suitable training.  

   5. The staff that fills these offices does not own the means of production 
associated with them;  7   staff members are provided with the use of those 
things that they need to do the job.  

   6. The incumbent is not allowed to appropriate the position; it always remains 
part of the organization.  

   7. Administrative acts, decisions, and rules are formulated and recorded in 
writing.    

  Any Alternatives?   A bureaucracy is one of the rational structures that is playing an 
ever-increasing role in modern society, but one may wonder whether there is any 
alternative to the bureaucratic structure. Weber’s clear and unequivocal answer was 
that there is no possible alternative: “The needs of mass administration make it today 
completely indispensable. The choice is only between bureaucracy and dilettantism in 
the field of administration” (1921/1968:223). 
  Although we might admit that bureaucracy is an intrinsic part of modern capital-
ism, we might ask whether a socialist society might be different. Is it possible to create 
a socialist society without bureaucracies and bureaucrats? Once again, Weber was 
unequivocal: “When those subject to bureaucratic control seek to escape the influence 
of existing bureaucratic apparatus, this is normally possible only by creating an organi-
zation of their own which is equally subject to the process of bureaucratization” 
(1921/1968:224). In fact, Weber believed that in the case of socialism we would see an 
increase, not a decrease, in bureaucratization. If socialism were to achieve a level of 
efficiency comparable to capitalism, “it would mean a tremendous increase in the impor-
tance of professional bureaucrats” (Weber, 1921/1968:224). In capitalism, at least the 
owners are not bureaucrats and therefore would be able to restrain the bureaucrats, but 
in socialism, even the top-level leaders would be bureaucrats. Weber thus believed that 
even with its problems “capitalism presented the best chances for the preservation of 
individual freedom and creative leadership in a bureaucratic world” (Mommsen, 1974:xv). 
We are once again at a key theme in Weber’s work: his view that there is really no hope 
for a better world. Socialists can, in Weber’s view, only make things worse by expand-
ing the degree of bureaucratization in society. Weber noted: “Not summer’s bloom lies 
ahead of us, but rather a polar night of icy darkness and hardness, no matter which 
group may triumph externally now” (cited in Gerth and Mills, 1958:128).  

  Any Hope?   A ray of hope in Weber’s work—and it is a small one—is that profes-
sionals who stand outside the bureaucratic system can control it to some degree. In 
this category, Weber included professional politicians, scientists, intellectuals (Sadri, 
1992), and even capitalists, as well as the supreme heads of the bureaucracies. For 
example, Weber said that politicians “must be the countervailing force against bureau-
cratic domination” (1921/1968:1417). His famous essay “Politics as a Vocation” is 

  7  Here and elsewhere in his work Weber adopts a Marxian interest in the means of production. This is paralleled by his 
concern with alienation, not only in the economic sector but throughout social life (science, politics, and so forth). 
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basically a plea for the development of political leaders with a calling to oppose the 
rule of bureaucracies and of bureaucrats. But in the end these appear to be rather 
feeble hopes. In fact, a good case can be made that these professionals are simply 
another aspect of the rationalization process and that their development serves only 
to accelerate that process (Nass, 1986; Ritzer, 1975c; Ritzer and Walczak, 1988). 
  In Weber’s “ ‘Churches’ and ‘Sects’ in North America: An Ecclesiastical Socio-
Political Sketch” (1906/1985), Colin Loader and Jeffrey Alexander (1985) see a fore-
runner of Weber’s thoughts on the hope provided by an ethic of responsibility in the 
face of the expansion of bureaucratization. American sects such as the Quakers prac-
tice an ethic of responsibility by combining rationality and larger values. Rogers 
Brubaker defines the  ethic of responsibility  as “the passionate commitment to ultimate 
values with the dispassionate analysis of alternative means of pursuing them” 
(1984:108). He contrasts this to the  ethic of conviction,  in which a rational choice of 
means is foregone and the actor orients “his action to the realization of some absolute 
value or unconditional demand” (1984:106; for a somewhat different view, see 
N. Gane, 1997). The ethic of conviction often involves a withdrawal from the rational 
world, whereas the ethic of responsibility involves a struggle within that world for 
greater humanness. The ethic of responsibility provides at least a modicum of hope 
in the face of the onslaught of rationalization and bureaucratization.   

  Traditional Authority 
 Whereas rational-legal authority stems from the legitimacy of a rational-legal system, 
traditional authority is based on a claim by the leaders, and a belief on the part of the 
followers, that there is virtue in the sanctity of age-old rules and powers. The leader 
in such a system is not a superior but a personal master. The administrative staff, if 
any, consists not of officials but mainly of personal retainers. In Weber’s words, “Per-
sonal loyalty, not the official’s impersonal duty, determines the relations of the admin-
istrative staff to the master” (1921/1968:227). Although the bureaucratic staff owes 
its allegiance and obedience to enacted rules and to the leader, who acts in their name, 
the staff of the traditional leader obeys because the leader carries the weight of 
tradition—he or she has been chosen for that position in the traditional manner. 
  Weber was interested in the staff of the traditional leader and how it measured 
up to the ideal-typical bureaucratic staff. He concluded that it was lacking on a num-
ber of counts. The traditional staff lacks offices with clearly defined spheres of com-
petence that are subject to impersonal rules. It also does not have a rational ordering 
of relations of superiority and inferiority; it lacks a clear hierarchy. There is no regu-
lar system of appointment and promotion on the basis of free contracts. Technical 
training is not a regular requirement for obtaining a position or an appointment. 
Appointments do not carry with them fixed salaries paid in money. 
  Weber also used his ideal-type methodology to analyze historically the different 
forms of traditional authority. He differentiated between two very early forms of 
traditional authority. A  gerontocracy  involves rule by elders, whereas  primary patri-
archalism  involves leaders who inherit their positions. Both of these forms have a 
supreme chief but lack an administrative staff. A more modern form is  patrimonialism,  
which is traditional domination with an administration and a military force that are 
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purely personal instruments of the master (Andrew Eisenberg, 1998). Still more mod-
ern is  feudalism,  which limits the discretion of the master through the development 
of more routinized, even contractual, relationships between leader and subordinate. 
This restraint, in turn, leads to more stabilized power positions than exist in patrimo-
nialism. All four of these forms may be seen as structural variations of traditional 
authority, and all of them differ significantly from rational-legal authority. 
  Weber saw structures of traditional authority, in any form, as barriers to the 
development of rationality. This is our first encounter with an overriding theme in 
Weber’s work—factors that facilitate or impede the development of (formal) rational-
ity. Over and over we find Weber concerned, as he was here, with the structural fac-
tors conducive to rationality in the Western world and the structural and cultural 
impediments to the development of a similar rationality throughout the rest of the 
world. In this specific case, Weber argued that the structures and practices of tradi-
tional authority constitute a barrier to the rise of rational economic structures—in 
particular, capitalism—as well as to various other components of a rational society. 
Even patrimonialism—a more modern form of traditionalism—while permitting the 
development of certain forms of “primitive” capitalism, does not allow for the rise of 
the highly rational type of capitalism characteristic of the modern West.  

  Charismatic Authority 
 Charisma is a concept that has come to be used very broadly (Adair-Toteff, 2005; 
Oakes, 1997; S. Turner, 2003; Werbner and Basu, 1998). The news media and the 
general public are quick to point to a politician, a movie star, or a rock musician as 
a charismatic individual. By this they most often mean that the person in question is 
endowed with extraordinary qualities. The concept of charisma plays an important 
role in the work of Max Weber, but his conception of it was very different from that 
held by most laypeople today. Although Weber did not deny that a charismatic leader 
may have outstanding characteristics, his sense of charisma was more dependent on 
the group of disciples and the way that they  define  the charismatic leader (D. N. 
Smith, 1998). To put Weber’s position bluntly, if the disciples define a leader as 
charismatic, then he or she is likely to be a charismatic leader irrespective of whether 
he or she actually possesses any outstanding traits. A charismatic leader, then, can be 
someone who is quite ordinary. What is crucial is the process by which such a leader 
is set apart from ordinary people and treated as if endowed with supernatural, super-
human, or at least exceptional powers or qualities that are not accessible to the ordi-
nary person (Miyahara, 1983). 

  Charisma and Revolution   To Weber, charisma was a revolutionary force, one of the 
most important revolutionary forces in the social world. Whereas traditional authority 
clearly is inherently conservative, the rise of a charismatic leader may well pose a 
threat to that system (as well as to a rational-legal system) and lead to a dramatic 
change in that system. What distinguishes charisma as a revolutionary force is that it 
leads to changes in the minds of actors; it causes a “subjective or internal reorienta-
tion.” Such changes may lead to “a radical alteration of the central attitudes and 
direction of action with a completely new orientation of all attitudes toward different 
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problems of the world” (Weber, 1921/1968:245). Although Weber was here addressing 
changes in the thoughts and actions of individuals, such changes are clearly reduced 
to the status of dependent variables. Weber focused on changes in the structure of 
authority, that is, the rise of charismatic authority. When such a new authority struc-
ture emerges, it is likely to change people’s thoughts and actions dramatically. 
  The other major revolutionary force in Weber’s theoretical system, and the one 
with which he was much more concerned, is (formal) rationality. Whereas charisma 
is an internal revolutionary force that changes the minds of actors, Weber saw (formal) 
rationality as an external revolutionary force changing the structures of society first 
and then ultimately the thoughts and actions of individuals. There is more to be said 
about rationality as a revolutionary force later, but this closes the discussion of cha-
risma as a revolutionary factor because Weber had very little to say about it. Weber 
was interested in the revolutionary character of charisma as well as its structure and 
the necessity that its basic character be transformed and routinized in order for it to 
survive as a system of authority.  

  Charismatic Organizations and the Routinization of Charisma   In his analysis of 
charisma, Weber began, as he did with traditional authority, with the ideal-typical 
bureaucracy. He sought to determine to what degree the structure of charismatic 
authority, with its disciples and staff, differs from the bureaucratic system. Compared 
to that of the ideal-typical bureaucracy, the staff of the charismatic leader is lacking 
on virtually all counts. The staff members are not technically trained but are chosen 
instead for their possession of charismatic qualities or, at least, of qualities similar to 
those possessed by the charismatic leader. The offices they occupy form no clear 
hierarchy. Their work does not constitute a career, and there are no promotions, clear 
appointments, or dismissals. The charismatic leader is free to intervene whenever he 
or she feels that the staff cannot handle a situation. The organization has no formal 
rules, no established administrative organs, and no precedents to guide new judgments. 
In these and other ways, Weber found the staff of the charismatic leader to be “greatly 
inferior” to the staff in a bureaucratic form of organization. 
  Weber’s interest in the organization behind the charismatic leader and the staff 
that inhabits it led him to the question of what happens to charismatic authority when 
the leader dies. After all, a charismatic system is inherently fragile; it would seem to 
be able to survive only as long as the charismatic leader lives. But is it possible for 
such an organization to live after the leader dies? The answer to this question is of 
the greatest consequence to the staff members of the charismatic leader, for they are 
likely to live on after the leader dies. They are also likely to have a vested interest in 
the continued existence of the organization: if the organization ceases to exist, they 
are out of work. Thus the challenge for the staff is to create a situation in which 
charisma in some adulterated form persists even after the leader’s death. It is a dif-
ficult struggle because, for Weber, charisma is by its nature unstable; it exists in its 
pure form only as long as the charismatic leader lives. 
  In order to cope with the departure of the charismatic leader, the staff (as well 
as the followers) may adopt a variety of strategies to create a more lasting organiza-
tion. The staff may search out a new charismatic leader, but even if the search is 
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successful, the new leader is unlikely to have the same aura as his or her predecessor. 
A set of rules also may be developed that allows the group to identify future charis-
matic leaders. But such rules rapidly become tradition, and what was charismatic 
leadership is on the way toward becoming traditional authority. In any case, the nature 
of leadership is radically changed as the purely personal character of charisma is 
eliminated. Still another technique is to allow the charismatic leader to designate his 
or her successor and thereby to transfer charisma symbolically to the next in line. 
Again it is questionable whether this is ever very successful or whether it can be 
successful in the long run. Another strategy is having the staff designate a successor 
and having its choice accepted by the larger community. The staff could also create 
ritual tests, with the new charismatic leader being the one who successfully undergoes 
the tests. However, all these efforts are doomed to failure. In the long run, charisma 
cannot be routinized and still be charisma; it must be transformed into either tradi-
tional or rational-legal authority (or into some sort of institutionalized charisma like 
the Catholic Church). 
  Indeed, we find a basic theory of history in Weber’s work. If successful, cha-
risma almost immediately moves in the direction of routinization. But once routinized, 
charisma is en route to becoming either traditional or rational-legal authority. Once it 
achieves one of those states, the stage is set for the cycle to begin all over again. 
However, despite a general adherence to a cyclical theory, Weber believed that a basic 
change has occurred in the modern world and that we are more and more likely to 
see charisma routinized in the direction of rational-legal authority. Furthermore, he 
saw rational systems of authority as stronger and as increasingly impervious to char-
ismatic movements. The modern, rationalized world may well mean the death of 
charisma as a significant revolutionary force (Seligman, 1993). Weber contended that 
rationality—not charisma—is the most irresistible and important revolutionary force 
in the modern world.   

  Types of Authority and the “Real World” 
 In this section, the three types of authority are discussed as ideal types, but Weber 
was well aware that in the real world, any specific form of authority involves a com-
bination of all three. Thus we can think of Franklin D. Roosevelt as a president of 
the United States who ruled on all three bases. He was elected president in accordance 
with a series of rational-legal principles. By the time he was elected president for the 
fourth time, a good part of this rule had traditional elements. Finally, many disciples 
and followers regarded him as a charismatic leader (McCann, 1997). 
  Although the three forms of authority are presented here as parallel structures, 
in the real world there is constant tension and, sometimes, conflict among them. The 
charismatic leader is a constant threat to the other forms of authority. Once in power, 
the charismatic leader must address the threat posed to him or her by the other two 
forms. Even if charismatic authority is successfully routinized, there then arises the 
problem of maintaining its dynamism and its original revolutionary qualities. Then 
there is the conflict produced by the constant development of rational-legal authority 
and the threat it poses to the continued existence of the other forms. If Weber was 
right, however, we might face a future in which the tension among the three forms 
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of authority is eliminated, a world of the uncontested hegemony of the rational-legal 
system. This is the “iron cage” of a totally rationalized society that worried Weber so 
much. In such a society, the only hope lies with isolated charismatic individuals who 
manage somehow to avoid the coercive power of society. But a small number of 
isolated individuals hardly represent a significant hope in the face of an increasingly 
powerful bureaucratic machine.   

  Rationalization 
 There has been a growing realization in recent years that rationalization lies at the 
heart of Weber’s substantive sociology (Brubaker, 1984; R. Collins, 1980; Eisen, 1978; 
Kalberg, 1980, 1990; D. Levine, 1981a; Ritzer, 2008b; Scaff, 2005, 1989; Schluchter, 
1981; Sica, 1988). As Kalberg put it, “It  is  the case that Weber’s interest in a broad 
and overarching theme—the ‘specific and peculiar “rationalism” of Western culture’ 
and its unique origins and development—stands at the center of his sociology” 
(1994:18). However, it is difficult to extract a clear definition of  rationalization  from 
Weber’s work.  8   In fact, Weber operated with a number of different definitions of the 
term, and he often failed to specify which definition he was using in a particular 
discussion (Brubaker, 1984:1). As we saw earlier, Weber did define  rationality;  indeed, 
he differentiated between two types—means–ends and value rationality. However, 
these concepts refer to types of  action.  They are the basis of, but not coterminous 
with, Weber’s larger-scale sense of rationalization. Weber is interested in far more 
than fragmented action orientations; his main concern is with regularities and patterns 
of action within civilizations, institutions, organizations, strata, classes, and groups. 
Donald Levine (1981a) argues that Weber is interested in “objectified” rationality, that 
is, action that is in accord with some process of external systematization. Stephen 
Kalberg (1980) performs a useful service by identifying four basic types of (“objec-
tive”) rationality in Weber’s work. (Levine offers a very similar differentiation.) These 
types of rationality were “the basic heuristic tools [Weber] employed to scrutinize the 
historical fates of rationalization as sociocultural processes” (Kalberg, 1980:1172; for 
an application, see Takayama, 1998). 

  Types of Rationality 
 The first type is  practical rationality,  which is defined by Kalberg as “every way of 
life that views and judges worldly activity in relation to the individual’s purely prag-
matic and egoistic interests” (1980:1151). People who practice practical rationality 
accept given realities and merely calculate the most expedient ways of dealing with 
the difficulties that they present. This type of rationality arose with the severing of 
the bonds of primitive magic, and it exists trans-civilizationally and trans-historically; 
that is, it is not restricted to the modern Occident. This type of rationality stands in 
opposition to anything that threatens to transcend everyday routine. It leads people to 

  8  It might be argued that there is no single definition because the various forms of rationality are so different from one 
another that they preclude such a definition. I would like to thank Jere Cohen for this point. 
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distrust all impractical values, either religious or secular-utopian, as well as the theo-
retical rationality of the intellectuals, the type of rationality to which we now turn. 
   Theoretical rationality  involves a cognitive effort to master reality through 
increasingly abstract concepts rather than through action. It involves such abstract 
cognitive processes as logical deduction, induction, attribution of causality, and the 
like. This type of rationality was accomplished early in history by sorcerers and ritu-
alistic priests and later by philosophers, judges, and scientists. Unlike practical ratio-
nality, theoretical rationality leads the actor to transcend daily realities in a quest to 
understand the world as a meaningful cosmos. Like practical rationality, it is trans-
civilizational and trans-historical. The effect of intellectual rationality on action is 
limited. In that it involves cognitive processes, it need not affect action taken, and it 
has the potential to introduce new patterns of action only indirectly. 
   Substantive rationality  (like practical rationality but  not  theoretical rationality) 
directly orders action into patterns through clusters of values. Substantive rationality 
involves a choice of means to ends within the context of a system of values. One 
value system is no more (substantively) rational than another. Thus, this type of 
rationality also exists trans-civilizationally and trans-historically, wherever consistent 
value postulates exist. 
  Finally, and most important from Kalberg’s point of view, is  formal rationality,  
which involves means–ends calculation (Cockerham, Abel, and Luschen, 1993). But 
whereas in practical rationality this calculation occurs in reference to pragmatic self-
interests, in formal rationality it occurs with reference to “universally applied rules, 
laws, and regulations.” As Brubaker puts it, “Common to the rationality of industrial 
capitalism, formalistic law and bureaucratic administration is its objectified, institu-
tionalized, supra-individual form; in each sphere, rationality is embodied in the social 
structure and confronts individuals as something external to them” (1984:9). Weber 
makes this quite clear in the specific case of bureaucratic rationalization: 

  Bureaucratic rationalization . . . revolutionizes with  technical means,  in principle, 
as does every economic reorganization, “from without”: It  first  changes the material 
and social orders, and  through  them the people, by changing the conditions of 
adaptation, and perhaps the opportunities for adaptation, through a rational 
determination of means and ends.

(Weber, 1921/1968:1116)  

 Although all the other types of rationality are trans-civilizational and epoch-transcending, 
formal rationality arose only in the West with the coming of industrialization. The 
universally applied rules, laws, and regulations that characterize formal rationality in 
the West are found particularly in the economic, legal, and scientific institutions, as 
well as in the bureaucratic form of domination. Thus, we have already encountered 
formal rationality in our discussion of rational-legal authority and the bureaucracy.  

  An Overarching Theory? 
 Although Weber had a complex, multifaceted sense of rationalization, he used it most 
powerfully and meaningfully in his image of the modern Western world, especially 
in the capitalistic economy (R. Collins, 1980; Weber, 1927/1981) and bureaucratic 
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organizations (I. Cohen, 1981:xxxi; Weber, 1921/1968:956–1005), as an iron cage 
(Mitzman, 1969/1971; Tiryakian, 1981) of formally rational structures. Weber 
described capitalism and bureaucracies as “two great rationalizing forces” 
(1921/1968:698).  9   In fact, Weber saw capitalism and bureaucracies as being derived 
from the same basic sources (especially innerworldly asceticism), involving similarly 
rational and methodical action, and reinforcing one another and in the process fur-
thering the rationalization of the Occident.  10   In Weber’s (1921/1968:227, 994) view, 
the only real rival to the bureaucrat in technical expertise and factual knowledge was 
the capitalist. 
  However, if we take Weber at his word, it is difficult to argue that he had an 
overarching theory of rationalization. He rejected the idea of “general evolutionary 
sequence” (Weber, 1927/1981:34). He was critical of thinkers like Hegel and Marx, 
who he felt offered general, teleological theories of society. In his own work, he 
tended to shy away from studies of, or proclamations about, whole societies. Instead, 
he tended to focus, in turn, on social structures and institutions such as bureaucracy, 
stratification, law, the city, religion, the polity, and the economy. Lacking a sense 
of the whole, he was unlikely to make global generalizations, especially about future 
directions. Furthermore, the rationalization process that Weber described in one 
social structure or institution was usually quite different from the rationalization of 
another structure or institution. As Weber put it, the process of rationalization 
assumes “unusually varied forms” (1922–1923/1958:293; see also Weber, 
1921/1958:30; 1904–1905/1958:78), and “the history of rationalism shows a devel-
opment which by no means follows parallel lines in the various departments of life” 
(1904–1905/1958:77; see also Brubaker, 1984:9; Kalberg, 1980:1147). Weber also 
looked at many things other than rationalization in his various comparative-historical 
studies (Kalberg, 1994). 
  This being said, it is clear that Weber does have a deep concern for the 
overarching effect of the formal rationalization of the economy and bureaucracies on 
the Western world (Brubaker, 1984). For example, in  Economy and Society,  
Weber says: 

  This whole process of rationalization in the factory as elsewhere, and especially in 
the bureaucratic state machine, parallels the centralization of the material 
implements of organization in the hands of the master. Thus, discipline inexorably 
takes over ever larger areas as the satisfaction of political and economic needs is 
increasingly rationalized. This universal phenomenon more and more restricts the 
importance of charisma and of individually differentiated conduct.

(Weber, 1921/1968:1156)  

 Formal rationalization will be our main, but certainly not only, concern in this section.  

  9  In the 1920 introduction to  The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism,  Weber focused on “a specially trained 
organization of officials” (bureaucracy) in his discussion of rationalization, but he also mentioned capitalism in the 
same context as “the most fateful force in our modern life.” 
  10  Of course, these are not completely distinct because large capitalistic enterprises are one of the places in which we 
find bureaucracies (Weber, 1922–1923/1958:299). However, Weber also sees the possibility that bureaucracies can stand 
in opposition to, can impede, capitalism. 
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  Formal and Substantive Rationality 
 Various efforts have been made to delineate the basic characteristics of formal ratio-
nality. In my view, formal rationality may be defined in terms of six basic character-
istics (Ritzer, 1983, 2008b): (1) Formally rational structures and institutions emphasize 
 calculability,  or those things that can be counted or quantified. (2) There is a focus 
on  efficiency,  on finding the best means to a given end. (3) There is great concern 
with ensuring  predictability,  or that things operate in the same way from one time or 
place to another. (4) A formally rational system progressively reduces human technol-
ogy and ultimately  replaces human technology with nonhuman technology.  Nonhuman 
technologies (such as computerized systems) are viewed as more calculable, more 
efficient, and more predictable than human technologies. (5) Formally rational systems 
seek to gain  control  over an array of uncertainties, especially the uncertainties posed 
by human beings who work in, or are served by, them. (6) Rational systems tend to 
have a series of  irrational consequences  for the people involved with them and for 
the systems themselves, as well as for the larger society (Sica, 1988). One of the 
irrationalities of rationality, from Weber’s point of view, is that the world tends to 
become less enchanted, less magical, and ultimately less meaningful to people 
(MacKinnon, 2001; Ritzer, 2005a; M. Schneider, 1993).  11   
  Formal rationality stands in contrast to all the other types of rationality but is 
especially in conflict with substantive rationality (Brubaker, 1984:4). Kalberg argues 
that Weber believed that the conflict between these two types of rationality played “a 
particularly fateful role in the unfolding of rationalization processes in the West” 
(1980:1157). 
  In addition to differentiating among the four types of rationality, Kalberg deals 
with their capacity to introduce methodical ways of life. Practical rationality lacks 
this ability because it involves reactions to situations rather than efforts to order them. 
Theoretical rationality is cognitive and therefore has a highly limited ability to sup-
press practical rationality and seems to be more of an end product than a producer. 
To Weber, substantive rationality is the  only  type with the “potential to introduce 
methodical ways of life” (Kalberg, 1980:1165). Thus, in the West, a particular sub-
stantive rationality with an emphasis on a methodical way of life—Calvinism—
subjugated practical rationality and led to the development of formal rationality. 
  Weber’s fear was that substantive rationality was becoming less significant than 
the other types of rationality, especially formal rationality, in the West. Thus practi-
tioners of formal rationality, like the bureaucrat and the capitalist, were coming to 
dominate the West, and the type that “embodied Western civilization’s highest ideals: 
the autonomous and free individual whose actions were given continuity by their 
reference to ultimate values” (Kalberg, 1980:1176) was fading away (for an alternative 
view on this, see Titunik, 1997).  

  11  However, Mark Schneider argues that Weber overstated the case and that in spite of rationalization, parts of the 
world continue to be enchanted: “Enchantment, we suggest, is part of our normal condition, and far from having fled 
with the rise of science [one of Weber’s rationalized systems], it continues to exist (though often unrecognized) wher-
ever our capacity to explain the world’s behavior is slim, that is, where neither science nor practical knowledge seem of 
much utility” (1993:x). Ritzer (2005a) argues that disenchanted realms will try to find ways to, at least, temporarily be 
reenchanted. This is particularly true of consumer-driven economic systems that depend on enchanted consumers. 
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  Rationalization in Various Social Settings 
 Although the differences among Weber’s four types of rationalization have been 
emphasized here; there are a number of commonalities among them. Thus, as I move 
from setting to setting, I, like Weber, focus sometimes on rationalization in general 
and at other times on the specific types of rationalization. 

  Economy   Engerman (2000:258) argues that, although this is rarely cited, “Weber 
laid out much of the methodological underpinning to what is conventionally called 
neoclassical economics.” This includes the ideal type, methodological individualism, 
and, most important, rationality and rationalization. The most systematic presentation 
of Weber’s thoughts on the rationalization of the economic institution is to be found 
in his  General Economic History . Weber’s concern is with the development of the 
rational capitalistic economy in the Occident, which is a specific example of a ratio-
nal economy defined as a “functional organization oriented to money-prices which 
originate in the interest-struggles of men in the  market ” (Weber, 1915/1958:331). 
Although there is a general evolutionary trend, Weber, as always, is careful to point 
out that there are various sources of capitalism, alternative routes to it, and a range 
of results emanating from it (Swedberg, 1998). In fact, in the course of rejecting the 
socialistic theory of evolutionary change, Weber rejects the whole idea of a “general 
evolutionary sequence” (1927/1981:34). 
  Weber begins by depicting various irrational and traditional forms, such as the 
household, clan, village, and manorial economies. For example, the lord of the manor 
in feudalism was described by Weber as being traditionalistic, “too lacking in initiative 
to build up a business enterprise in a large scale into which the peasants would have 
fitted as a labor force” (1927/1981:72). However, by the twelfth and thirteenth cen-
turies in the Occident, feudalism began to break down as the peasants and the land 
were freed from control by the lord and a money economy was introduced. With this 
breakdown, the manorial system “showed a strong tendency to develop in a capital-
istic direction” (Weber, 1927/1981:79). 
  At the same time, in the Middle Ages, cities were beginning to develop. Weber 
focuses on the largely urban development of industry involved in the transformation 
of raw materials. Especially important to Weber is the development of such industrial 
production beyond the immediate needs of the house community. Notable here is the 
rise of free craftsmen in the cities. They developed in the Middle Ages in the Occident 
because, for one thing, this society had developed consumptive needs greater than 
those of any other. In general, there were larger markets and more purchasers, and 
the peasantry had greater purchasing power. On the other side, forces operated against 
the major alternative to craftsmen—slaves. Slavery was found to be too unprofitable 
and too unstable, and it was made increasingly more unstable by the growth of the 
towns that offered freedom to the slaves. 
  In the Occident, along with free craftsmen came the development of the  guild,  
defined by Weber as “an organization of craft workers specialized in accordance with 
the type of occupation . . . [with] internal regulation of work and monopolization 
against outsiders” (1927/1981:136). Freedom of association was also characteristic of 
the guilds. But although rational in many senses, guilds also had traditional, 
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anticapitalistic aspects. For example, one master was not supposed to have more cap-
ital than another, and this requirement was a barrier to the development of large 
capitalistic organizations. 
  As the Middle Ages came to a close, the guilds began to disintegrate. This 
disintegration was crucial because the traditional guilds stood in the way of techno-
logical advance. With the dissolution of the guild system came the rise of the domes-
tic system of production, especially the “putting out” system in the textile industry. 
In such a system, production was decentralized, with much of it taking place within 
the homes of the workers. Although domestic systems were found throughout the 
world, it was only in the Occident that the owners controlled the means of production 
(for example, tools, raw materials) and provided them to the workers in exchange for 
the right to dispose of the product. Whereas a fully developed domestic system devel-
oped in the West, it was impeded in other parts of the world by such barriers as the 
clan system (China), the caste system (India), traditionalism, and the lack of free 
workers. 
  Next, Weber details the development of the workshop (a central work setting 
without advanced machinery) and then the emergence of the factory in the fourteenth 
through sixteenth centuries. In Weber’s view, the factory did not arise out of craft 
work or the domestic system, but alongside them. Similarly, the factory was not called 
into existence by advances in machinery; the two developments were correlated with 
each other. The factory was characterized by free labor that performed specialized and 
coordinated activities, ownership of the means of production by the entrepreneur, the 
fixed capital of the entrepreneur, and the system of accounting that is indispensable 
to such capitalization. Such a factory was, in Weber’s view, a capitalistic organization. 
In addition to the development of the factory, Weber details the rise of other compo-
nents of a modern capitalistic economy, such as advanced machinery, transportation 
systems, money, banking, interest, bookkeeping systems, and so on. 
  What most clearly defines modern rational capitalistic enterprises for Weber is 
their calculability, which is best represented in their reliance on modern bookkeeping. 
Isolated calculable enterprises existed in the past in the Occident as well as in other 
societies. However, an entire society is considered capitalistic only when the everyday 
requirements of the population are supplied by capitalistic methods and enterprises. 
Such a society is found only in the Occident, and there only since the mid-nineteenth 
century. 
  The development of a capitalistic system hinged on a variety of developments 
within the economy as well as within the larger society. Within the economy, some 
of the prerequisites included a free market with large and steady demand, a money 
economy, inexpensive and rational technologies, a free labor force, a disciplined labor 
force, rational capital-accounting techniques, and the commercialization of economic 
life involving the use of shares, stocks, and the like. Many of the economic prereq-
uisites were found only in the Occident. Outside the economy, Weber identified a 
variety of needed developments, such as a modern state with “professional administra-
tion, specialized officialdom, and law based on the concept of citizenship” 
(1927/1981:313), rational law “made by jurists and rationally interpreted and applied” 
(1927/1981:313), cities, and modern science and technology. To these Weber adds a 
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factor that will concern us in the next section: “a rational ethic for the conduct of life . . . 
a religious basis for the ordering of life which consistently followed out must lead to 
explicit rationalism” (1927/1981:313–314). Like the economic prerequisites, these 
noneconomic presuppositions occurred together only in the Occident. The basic point 
is that a rational economy is dependent upon a variety of noneconomic forces through-
out the rest of society in order to develop.  

  Religion   Although we will focus on the rationalization of religion in this section, 
Weber spent much time analyzing the degree to which early, more primitive religions—
and religions in much of the world—acted as impediments to the rise of rationality. 
Weber noted that “the sacred is the uniquely unalterable” (1921/1968:406). Despite 
this view, religion in the West did prove to be alterable; it was amenable to rational-
ization, and it did play a key role in the rationalization of other sectors of society 
(Kalberg, 1990). 
  Early religion was composed of a bewildering array of gods, but with ratio-
nalization, a clear and coherent set of gods (a pantheon) emerged. Early religions 
had household gods, kin-group gods, local political gods, and occupational and 
vocational gods. We get the clear feeling that Weber did believe that a cultural 
force of (theoretical) rationality impelled the emergence of this set of gods: “ Reason  
favored the primacy of universal gods; and every consistent crystallization of a 
pantheon followed systematic  rational  principles” (1921/1968:417). A pantheon of 
gods was not the only aspect of the rationalization of religion discussed by Weber. 
He also considered the delimitation of the jurisdiction of gods, monotheism, and 
the anthropomorphization of gods as part of this development. Although the pres-
sure for rationalization exists in many of the world’s religions, in areas outside the 
Western world, the barriers to rationalization more than counterbalance the pres-
sures for rationalization. 
  Although Weber had a cultural conception of rationalization, he did not view 
it simply as a force “out there” that impels people to act. He did not have a group-
mind concept. In religion, rationalization is tied to concrete groups of people, in 
particular to priests. Specifically, the professionally trained priesthood is the carrier  12   
and the expediter of rationalization. In this, priests stand in contrast to magicians, 
who support a more irrational religious system. The greater rationality of the priest-
hood is traceable to several factors. Members go through a systematic training pro-
gram, whereas the training of magicians is unsystematic. Also, priests are fairly 
highly specialized, whereas magicians tend to be unspecialized. Finally, priests pos-
sess a systematic set of religious concepts, and this, too, sets them apart from magi-
cians. We can say that priests are both the products and the expediters of the process 
of rationalization. 
  The priesthood is not the only group that plays a key role in rationalization. 
Prophets and a laity are also important in the process. Prophets can be distinguished 
from priests by their personal calling, their emotional preaching, their proclamation 
of a doctrine, and the fact that they tend to be unpopular and to work alone. The key 

  12  For a general discussion of the role of carriers in Weber’s work, see Kalberg (1994:58–62). 
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role of the prophet is the mobilization of the laity, because there would be no religion 
without a group of followers. Unlike priests, prophets do not tend to the needs of a 
congregation. Weber differentiated between two types of prophets: ethical and exem-
plary.  Ethical prophets  (Muhammad, Jesus Christ, and the Old Testament prophets) 
believe that they have received a commission directly from God and demand obedi-
ence from followers as an ethical duty.  Exemplary prophets  (Buddha is a model) 
demonstrate to others by personal example the way to religious salvation. In either 
case, successful prophets are able to attract large numbers of followers, and it is this 
mass, along with the priests, that forms the heart of religion. Prophets are likely at 
first to attract a personal following, but it is necessary that that group be transformed 
into a permanent congregation. Once such a laity has been formed, major strides have 
been made in the direction of the rationalization of religion. 
  Prophets play a key initial role, but once a congregation is formed, they are no 
longer needed. In fact, because they are largely irrational, they represent a barrier to 
that rationalization of religion. A conflict develops between priests and prophets, but 
it is a conflict that must be won in the long run by the more rational priesthood. In 
their conflict, the priests are aided by the rationalization proceeding in the rest of 
society. As the secular world becomes more and more literate and bureaucratized, the 
task of educating the masses falls increasingly to the priests, whose literacy gives 
them a tremendous advantage over the prophets. In addition, while the prophets tend 
to do the preaching, the priests take over the task of day-to-day pastoral care. Although 
preaching is important during extraordinary times, pastoral care, or the daily religious 
cultivation of the laity, is an important instrument in the growing power of the priest-
hood. It was the church in the Western world that combined a rationalized pastoral 
character with an ethical religion to form a peculiarly influential and rational form of 
religion. This rationalized religion proved particularly well suited to winning converts 
among the urban middle class, and it was there that it played a key role in the ratio-
nalization of economic life as well as all other sectors of life.  

  Law   As with his analysis of religion, Weber began his treatment of law with the 
primitive, which he saw as highly irrational. Primitive law was a rather undifferenti-
ated system of norms. For example, no distinction was made between a civil wrong 
(a tort) and a crime. Thus cases involving differences over a piece of land and homi-
cide were likely to be handled, and offenders punished, in much the same way. In 
addition, primitive law tended to lack any official machinery. Vengeance dominated 
reactions to a crime, and law was generally free from procedural formality or rules. 
Leaders, especially, were virtually unrestrained in what they could do to followers. 
From this early irrational period, Weber traced a direct line of development to a for-
malized legal procedure. And as was usual in Weber’s thinking, it is only in the West 
that a rational, systematic theory of law is held to have developed. 
  Weber traced several stages in the development of a more rational legal system 
(Shamir, 1993). An early stage involves charismatic legal revelation through law 
prophets. Then there is the empirical creation and founding of law by honorary legal 
officials. Later there is the imposition of law by secular or theocratic powers. Finally, 
in the most modern case, we have the systematic elaboration of law and professionalized 
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administration of justice by persons who have received their legal training formally 
and systematically. 
  In law, as in religion, Weber placed great weight on the process of profession-
alization: the legal profession is crucial to the rationalization of Western law. There 
are certainly other factors (for example, the influence of Roman law), but the legal 
profession was central to his thinking: “Formally elaborated law constituting a com-
plex of maxims consciously applied in decisions has never come into existence with-
out the decisive cooperation of trained specialists” (Weber, 1921/1968:775). Although 
Weber was aware that there was a series of external pressures—especially from the 
rationalizing economy—impelling law toward rationalization, his view was that the 
most important force was the internal factor of the professionalization of the legal 
profession (1921/1968:776). 
  Weber differentiated between two types of legal training but saw only one as 
contributing to the development of rational law. The first is  craft training,  in which 
apprentices learn from masters, primarily during the actual practice of law. This kind 
of training produces a formalistic type of law dominated by precedents. The goal is 
not the creation of a comprehensive, rational system of law but, instead, the produc-
tion of practically useful precedents for dealing with recurring situations. Because 
these precedents are tied to specific issues in the real world, a general, rational, and 
systematic body of law cannot emerge. 
  In contrast,  academic legal training  laid the groundwork for the rational law of 
the West. In this system, law is taught in special schools where the emphasis is placed 
on legal theory and science—in other words, where legal phenomena are given ratio-
nal and systematic treatment. The legal concepts produced have the character of 
abstract norms. Interpretation of these laws occurs in a rigorously formal and logical 
manner. They are general, in contrast to the specific, precedent-bound laws produced 
in the case of craft training. 
  Academic legal training leads to the development of a rational legal system with 
a number of characteristics, including the following: 

    1. Every concrete legal decision involves the application of abstract legal 
propositions to concrete situations.  

   2. It must be possible in every concrete case to derive the decision logically 
from abstract legal propositions.  

   3. Law must tend to be a gapless system of legal propositions or at least be 
treated as one.  

   4. The gapless legal system should be applicable to all social actions.   

  Weber seemed to adopt the view that history has seen law evolve from a cultural 
system of norms to a more structured system of formal laws. In general, actors are 
increasingly constrained by a more and more rational legal system. Although this is true, 
Weber was too good a sociologist to lose sight completely of the independent signifi-
cance of the actor. For one thing, Weber (1921/1968:754–755) saw actors as crucial in 
the emergence of, and change in, law. However, the most important aspect of Weber’s 
work in this area—for the purposes of this discussion—is the degree to which law is 
regarded as part of the general process of rationalization throughout the West.  
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  Polity   The rationalization of the political system is intimately linked to the rational-
ization of law and, ultimately, to the rationalization of all elements of the social 
system. For example, Weber argued that the more rational the political structure 
becomes, the more likely it is to eliminate systematically the irrational elements within 
the law. A rational polity cannot function with an irrational legal system, and vice 
versa. Weber did not believe that political leaders follow a conscious policy of ratio-
nalizing the law; rather, they are impelled in that direction by the demands of their 
own increasingly rational means of administration. Once again, Weber took the posi-
tion that actors are being impelled by structural (the state) and cultural (rationaliza-
tion) forces. 
  Weber defined the  polity  as “a community whose social action is aimed at sub-
ordinating to orderly domination by the participants a territory and the conduct of the 
persons within it, through readiness to resort to physical force, including normally 
force of arms” (1921/1968:901). This type of polity has existed neither everywhere 
nor always. It does not exist as a separate entity where the task of armed defense 
against enemies is assigned to the household, the neighborhood association, an eco-
nomic group, and so forth. Although Weber clearly viewed the polity as a social 
structure, he was more careful to link his thinking here to his individual action ori-
entations. In his view, modern political associations rest on the prestige bestowed upon 
them by their members. 
  As was his usual strategy, Weber went back to the primitive case in order to 
trace the development of the polity. He made it clear that violent social action is 
primordial. However, the monopolization and rational ordering of legitimate violence 
did not exist in early societies but evolved over the centuries. Not only is rational 
control over violence lacking in primitive society, but other basic functions of the 
modern state either are totally absent or are not ordered in a rational manner. Included 
here would be functions like legislation, police, justice, administration, and the mili-
tary. The development of the polity in the West involves the progressive differentiation 
and elaboration of these functions. But the most important step is their subordination 
under a single, dominant, rationally ordered state.  

  The City   Weber was also interested in the rise of the city in the West. The city 
provided an alternative to the feudal order and a setting in which modern capitalism 
and, more generally, rationality could develop. He defined a city as having the fol-
lowing characteristics: 

    1. It is a relatively closed settlement.  
   2. It is relatively large.  
   3. It possesses a marketplace.  
   4. It has partial political autonomy.   

 Although many cities in many societies had these characteristics, Western cities devel-
oped a peculiarly rational character with, among other things, a rationally organized 
marketplace and political structure. 
  Weber looked at various other societies in order to determine why they did not 
develop the rational form of the city. He concluded that barriers like the traditional 
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community in China and the caste system in India impeded the rise of such a city. 
But in the West, a number of rationalizing forces coalesced to create the modern city. 
For example, the development of a city requires a relatively rational economy. But, 
of course, the converse is also true: the development of a rational economy requires 
the modern city.  

  Art Forms   To give a sense of the breadth of Weber’s thinking, a few words are 
needed about his work on the rationalization of various art forms. For example, Weber 
(1921/1958) viewed music in the West as having developed in a peculiarly rational 
direction. Musical creativity is reduced to routine procedures based on comprehensive 
principles. Music in the Western world has undergone a “transformation of the process 
of musical production into a calculable affair operating with known means, effective 
instruments, and understandable rules” (Weber, 1921/1958:li). Although the process 
of rationalization engenders tension in all the institutions in which it occurs, that ten-
sion is nowhere more noticeable than in music. After all, music is supposed to be an 
arena of expressive flexibility, but it is being progressively reduced to a rational, and 
ultimately mathematical, system. 
  Weber (1904–1905/1958) sees a similar development in other art forms. For 
example, in painting, Weber emphasizes “the rational utilization of lines and spatial 
perspective—which the Renaissance created for us” (1904–1905/1958:15). In archi-
tecture, “the rational use of the Gothic vault as a means of distributing pressure and 
of roofing spaces of all forms, and above all as the constructive principle of great 
monumental buildings and the foundation of a  style  extending to sculpture and paint-
ing, such as that created by our Middle Ages, does not occur elsewhere [in the world]” 
(Weber, 1904–1905/1958:15). 
  We have now spent a number of pages examining Weber’s ideas on rationaliza-
tion in various aspects of social life. Although nowhere does Weber explicitly say so, 
I believe that he adopted the view that changes in the cultural level of rationality are 
leading to changes in the structures as well as in the individual thoughts and actions 
of the modern world. The rationalization process is not left to float alone above con-
crete phenomena but is embedded in various social structures and in the thoughts and 
actions of individuals. To put it slightly differently, the key point is that the cultural 
system of rationality occupies a position of causal priority in Weber’s work. This can 
be illustrated in still another way by looking at Weber’s work on the relationship 
between religion and economics—more specifically, the relationship between religion 
and the development, or lack of development, of a capitalist economy.    

  Religion and the Rise of Capitalism 
 Weber spent much of his life studying religion—this in spite of, or perhaps because 
of, his being areligious, or, as he once described himself, “religiously unmusical” 
(Gerth and Mills, 1958:25). One of his overriding concerns was the relationship 
among a variety of the world’s religions and the development only in the West of a 
capitalist economic system (Schlucter, 1996). It is clear that the vast bulk of this work 
is done at the social-structural and cultural levels; the thoughts and actions of 
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Calvinists, Buddhists, Confucians, Jews, Muslims (Nafassi, 1998; B. Turner, 1974), 
and others are held to be affected by changes in social structures and social institu-
tions. Weber was interested primarily in the systems of ideas of the world’s religions, 
in the “spirit” of capitalism, and in rationalization as a modern system of norms and 
values. He was also very interested in the structures of the world’s religions, the 
various structural components of the societies in which they exist that serve to facil-
itate or impede rationalization, and the structural aspects of capitalism and the rest of 
the modern world. 
  Weber’s work on religion and capitalism involved an enormous body of cross-
cultural historical research; here, as elsewhere, he did comparative-historical sociology 
(Kalberg, 1997). Freund (1968:213) summarized the complicated interrelationships 
involved in this research: 

    1. Economic forces influenced Protestantism.  
   2. Economic forces influenced religions other than Protestantism (for example, 

Hinduism, Confucianism, and Taoism).  
   3. Religious idea systems influenced individual thoughts and actions—in 

particular, economic thoughts and actions.  
   4. Religious idea systems have been influential throughout the world.  
   5. Religious idea systems (particularly Protestantism) have had the unique effect 

in the West of helping to rationalize the economic sector and virtually every 
other institution. 

 To this we can add:  

   6. Religious idea systems in the non-Western world have created overwhelming 
structural barriers to rationalization.   

  By according the religious factor great importance, Weber appeared to be simul-
taneously building on and criticizing his image of Marx’s work. Weber, like Marx, 
operated with a complicated model of the interrelationship of primarily large-scale 
systems: “Weber’s sociology is related to Marx’s thought in the common attempt to 
grasp the interrelations of institutional orders making up a social structure: In Weber’s 
work, military and religious, political and juridical institutional systems are function-
ally related to the economic order in a variety of ways” (Gerth and Mills, 1958:49). 
In fact, Weber’s affinities with Marx are even greater than is often recognized. Although 
Weber, especially early in his career, gave primacy to religious ideas, he later came 
to see that material forces, not idea systems, are of greater importance (Kalberg, 
1985:61). As Weber said, “Not ideas, but material and ideal interests, directly govern 
men’s conduct. Yet very frequently the ‘world images’ that have been created by 
‘ideas’ have, like switchmen, determined the tracks along which action has been 
pushed by the dynamic of interest” (cited in Gerth and Mills, 1958:280). 

  Paths to Salvation 
 In analyzing the relationship between the world’s religions and the economy, Weber 
(1921/1963) developed a typology of the paths of salvation.  Asceticism  is the first 
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broad type of religiosity, and it combines an orientation toward action with the com-
mitment of believers to denying themselves the pleasures of the world. Ascetic reli-
gions are divided into two subtypes.  Otherworldly asceticism  involves a set of norms 
and values that command the followers not to work within the secular world and to 
fight against its temptations (Kalberg, 2001). Of greater interest to Weber, because 
it encompasses Calvinism, was  innerworldly asceticism.  Such a religion does not 
reject the world; instead, it actively urges its members to work within the world so 
that they can find salvation, or at least signs of it. The distinctive goal here is the 
strict, methodical control of the members’ patterns of life, thought, and action. Mem-
bers are urged to reject everything unethical, esthetic, or dependent on their emotional 
reactions to the secular world. Innerworldly ascetics are motivated to systematize 
their own conduct. 
  Whereas both types of asceticism involve some type of action and self-denial, 
 mysticism  involves contemplation, emotion, and inaction. Weber subdivided mysticism 
in the same way as asceticism.  World-rejecting mysticism  involves total flight from the 
world.  Innerworldly mysticism  leads to contemplative efforts to understand the meaning 
of the world, but these efforts are doomed to failure, because the world is viewed as 
being beyond individual comprehension. In any case, both types of mysticism and 
world-rejecting asceticism can be seen as idea systems that inhibit the development of 
capitalism and rationality. In contrast, innerworldly asceticism is the system of norms 
and values that contributed to the development of these phenomena in the West. 

  The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism  In Max Weber’s best-known 
work, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1904–1905/1958), he traced 
the impact of ascetic Protestantism—primarily Calvinism—on the rise of the spirit of 
capitalism (Breiner, 2005; H. Jones, 1997). This work is but a small part of a larger 
body of scholarship that traces the relationship between religion and modern capital-
ism throughout much of the world. 
  Weber, especially later in his work, made it clear that his most general interest 
was in the rise of the distinctive rationality of the West. Capitalism, with its rational 
organization of free labor, its open market, and its rational bookkeeping system, is 
only one component of that developing system. He directly linked it to the parallel 
development of rationalized science, law, politics, art, architecture, literature, univer-
sities, and the polity. 
  Weber did not directly link the idea system of the Protestant ethic to the struc-
tures of the capitalist system; instead, he was content to link the Protestant ethic to 
another system of ideas, the “spirit of capitalism.” In other words, two systems of 
ideas are directly linked in this work. Although links of the capitalist economic system 
to the material world are certainly implied and indicated, they were not Weber’s pri-
mary concern. Thus,  The Protestant Ethic  is not about the rise of modern capitalism 
but is about the origin of a peculiar spirit that eventually made modern rational cap-
italism (some form of capitalism had existed since early times) expand and come to 
dominate the economy. 
  Weber began by examining and rejecting alternative explanations of why capital-
ism arose in the West in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries (for an alternative 
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view on this, see R. Collins, 1997a). To those who contended that capitalism arose 
because the material conditions were right at that time, Weber retorted that material 
conditions were also ripe at other times and capitalism did not arise. Weber also 
rejected the psychological theory that the development of capitalism was due simply 
to the acquisitive instinct. In his view, such an instinct always has existed, yet it did 
not produce capitalism in other situations. 
  Evidence for Weber’s views on the significance of Protestantism was found in 
an examination of countries with mixed religious systems. In looking at these coun-
tries, he discovered that the leaders of the economic system—business leaders, owners 
of capital, high-grade skilled labor, and more advanced technically and commercially 
trained personnel—were all overwhelmingly Protestant. This suggested that Protestant-
ism was a significant cause in the choice of these occupations and, conversely, that 
other religions (for example, Roman Catholicism) failed to produce idea systems that 
impelled individuals into these vocations. 
  In Weber’s view, the spirit of capitalism is not defined simply by economic 
greed; it is in many ways the exact opposite. It is a moral and ethical system, an 
ethos, that among other things stresses economic success. In fact, it was the turn-
ing of profit making into an ethos that was critical in the West. In other societies, 
the pursuit of profit was seen as an individual act motivated at least in part by 
greed. Thus it was viewed by many as morally suspect. However, Protestantism 
succeeded in turning the pursuit of profit into a moral crusade. It was the backing 
of the moral system that led to the unprecedented expansion of profit seeking and, 
ultimately, to the capitalist system. On a theoretical level, by stressing that he was 
dealing with the relationship between one ethos (Protestantism) and another (the 
spirit of capitalism), Weber was able to keep his analysis primarily at the level of 
systems of ideas. 
  The spirit of capitalism can be seen as a normative system that involves a num-
ber of interrelated ideas. For example, its goal is to instill an “attitude which seeks 
profit rationally and systematically” (Weber, 1904–1905/1958:64). In addition, it 
preaches an avoidance of life’s pleasures: “Seest thou a man diligent in business? He 
shall stand before kings” (Weber, 1904–1905/1958:53). Also included in the spirit of 
capitalism are ideas such as “time is money,” “be industrious,” “be frugal,” “be punc-
tual,” “be fair,” and “earning money is a legitimate end in itself.” Above all, there is 
the idea that it is people’s duty to increase their wealth ceaselessly. This takes the 
spirit of capitalism out of the realm of individual ambition and into the category of 
an ethical imperative. Although Weber admitted that a type of capitalism (for example, 
adventurer capitalism) existed in China, India, Babylon, and the classical world and 
during the Middle Ages, it was different from Western capitalism, primarily because 
it lacked “this particular ethos” (1904–1905/1958:52). 
  Weber was interested not simply in describing this ethical system but also in 
explaining its derivations. He thought that Protestantism, particularly Calvinism, was 
crucial to the rise of the spirit of capitalism. Calvinism is no longer necessary to the 
continuation of that economic system. In fact, in many senses modern capitalism, 
given its secularity, stands in opposition to Calvinism and to religion in general. 
Capitalism today has become a real entity that combines norms, values, market, 
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money, and laws. It has become, in Durkheim’s terms, a social fact that is external 
to, and coercive of, the individual. As Weber put it: 

  Capitalism is today an immense cosmos into which the individual is born, and 
which presents itself to him, at least as an individual, as an unalterable order of 
things in which he must live. It forces the individual, in so far as he is involved in 
the system of market relationships, to conform to capitalist rules of action.

(Weber, 1904–1905/1958:54)  

  Another crucial point here is that Calvinists did not consciously seek to create 
a capitalist system. In Weber’s view, capitalism was an  unanticipated consequence  
(Cherkaoui, 2007) of the Protestant ethic. The concept of unanticipated consequences 
has broad significance in Weber’s work, for he believed that what individuals and 
groups intend by their actions often leads to a set of consequences that are at variance 
with their intentions. Although Weber did not explain this point, it seems that it is 
related to his theoretical view that people create social structures but those structures 
soon take on a life of their own, over which the creators have little or no control. 
Because people lack control over them, structures are free to develop in a variety of 
totally unanticipated directions. Weber’s line of thinking led Arthur Mitzman (1970) 
to argue that Weber created a sociology of reification. Reified social structures are 
free to move in unanticipated directions, as both Marx and Weber showed in their 
analyses of capitalism. 

  Calvinism and the Spirit of Capitalism   Calvinism was the version of Protestant-
ism that interested Weber most. One feature of Calvinism was the idea that only a 
small number of people are chosen for salvation. In addition, Calvinism entailed 
the idea of predestination; people were predestined to be either among the saved or 
among the damned. There was nothing that the individual or the religion as a whole 
could do to affect that fate. Yet the idea of predestination left people uncertain about 
whether they were among the saved. To reduce this uncertainty, the Calvinists devel-
oped the idea that  signs  could be used as indicators of whether a person was saved. 
People were urged to work hard, because if they were diligent, they would uncover 
the signs of salvation, which were to be found in economic success. In sum, the 
Calvinist was urged to engage in intense, worldly activity and to become a “man 
of vocation.” 
  However, isolated actions were not enough. Calvinism, as an ethic, required 
self-control and a systematized style of life that involved an integrated round of 
activities, particularly business activities. This stood in contrast to the Christian ideal 
of the Middle Ages, in which individuals simply engaged in isolated acts as the 
occasion arose in order to atone for particular sins and to increase their chances of 
salvation. “The God of Calvinism demanded of his believers not single good works, 
but a life of good works combined into a unified system” (Weber, 1904–
1905/1958:117). Calvinism produced an ethical system and ultimately a group of 
people who were nascent capitalists. Calvinism “has the highest ethical appreciation 
of the sober, middle-class, self-made man” (Weber, 1904–1905/1958:163). Weber 
neatly summarized his own position on Calvinism and its relationship to capitalism 
as follows: 

rit11676_ch04_112-157.indd   150rit11676_ch04_112-157.indd   150 4/14/10   3:03:55 PM4/14/10   3:03:55 PM



 Chapter 4 Max Weber 151

  The religious valuation of restless, continuous, systematic work in a worldly 
calling, as the highest means of asceticism, and at the same time the surest and 
most evident proof of rebirth and genuine faith, must have been the most powerful 
conceivable lever for the expansion of . . . the spirit of capitalism.

(Weber, 1904–1905/1958:172)  

  In addition to its general link to the spirit of capitalism, Calvinism had some 
more specific links. First, as already mentioned, capitalists could ruthlessly pursue 
their economic interests and feel that such pursuit was not merely self-interest but 
was, in fact, their ethical duty. This not only permitted unprecedented mercilessness 
in business but also silenced potential critics, who could not simply reduce these 
actions to self-interest. Second, Calvinism provided the rising capitalist “with sober, 
conscientious and unusually industrious workmen who clung to their work as to a life 
purpose willed by god” (Weber, 1904–1905/1958:117). With such a workforce, the 
nascent capitalist could raise the level of exploitation to unprecedented heights. Third, 
Calvinism legitimized an unequal stratification system by giving the capitalist the 
“comforting assurances that the unequal distribution of the goods of this world was 
a special dispensation of Divine Providence” (Weber, 1904–1905/1958:117). 
  Weber also had reservations about the capitalist system, as he did about all 
aspects of the rationalized world. For example, he pointed out that capitalism tends 
to produce “specialists without spirit, sensualists without heart; this nullity imagines 
that it has attained a level of civilization never before achieved” (Weber, 1904–
1905/1958:182). 
  Although in  The Protestant Ethic  Weber focused on the effect of Calvinism on 
the spirit of capitalism, he was well aware that social and economic conditions have 
a reciprocal impact on religion. He chose not to deal with such relationships in this 
book, but he made it clear that his goal was not to substitute a one-sided spiritualist 
interpretation for the one-sided materialist explanation that he attributed to Marxists. 
(The same is true of much of the rest of his work, including his essays on the Russian 
Revolution; see Wells and Baehr, 1995:22.) As Kalberg (1996) has pointed out,  The 
Protestant Ethic  raises a wide number of issues that go to the heart of contemporary 
sociological theory. 
  If Calvinism was one of the causal factors in the rise of capitalism in the West, 
then the question arises: Why didn’t capitalism arise in other societies? In his effort 
to answer this question, Weber dealt with spiritual and material barriers to the rise of 
capitalism. Let us look briefly at Weber’s analysis of those barriers in two societies—
China and India.   

  Religion and Capitalism in China 
 One crucial assumption that allowed Weber to make legitimate the comparison between 
the West and China is that both had the prerequisites for the development of capital-
ism. In China, there was a tradition of intense acquisitiveness and unscrupulous com-
petition. There was great industry and an enormous capacity for work in the populace. 
Powerful guilds existed. The population was expanding. And there was a steady 
growth in precious metals. With these and other material prerequisites, why didn’t 
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capitalism arise in China? As has been pointed out before, Weber’s general answer 
was that social, structural, and religious barriers in China prevented the development 
of capitalism. This is not to say that capitalism was entirely absent in China (Love, 
2000). There were moneylenders and purveyors who sought high rates of profit. But 
a market, as well as various other components of a rational capitalistic system, was 
absent. In Weber’s view, the rudimentary capitalism of China “pointed in a direction 
opposite to the development of rational economic corporate enterprises” 
(1916/1964:86). 

  Structural Barriers   Weber listed several structural barriers to the rise of capitalism 
in China. First, there was the structure of the typical Chinese community. It was held 
together by rigid kinship bonds in the form of sibs. The sibs were ruled by elders, 
who made them bastions of traditionalism. The sibs were self-contained entities, and 
there was little dealing with other sibs. This encouraged small, encapsulated landhold-
ings and a household-based, rather than a market, economy. The extensive partitioning 
of the land prevented major technological developments, because economies of scale 
were impossible. Agricultural production remained in the hands of peasants, industrial 
production in the hands of small-scale artisans. Modern cities, which were to become 
the centers of Western capitalism, were inhibited in their development because the 
people retained their allegiance to the sibs. Because of the sibs’ autonomy, the central 
government was never able to govern these units effectively or to mold them into a 
unified whole. 
  The structure of the Chinese state was a second barrier to the rise of capitalism. 
The state was largely patrimonial and governed by tradition, prerogative, and favorit-
ism. In Weber’s view, a rational and calculable system of administration and law 
enforcement, which was necessary for industrial development, did not exist. There 
were very few formal laws covering commerce, there was no central court, and legal 
formalism was rejected. This irrational type of administrative structure was a barrier 
to the rise of capitalism, as Weber made clear: “Capital investment in industry is far 
too sensitive to such irrational rule and too dependent upon the possibility of calculat-
ing the steady and rational operation of the state machinery to emerge within an 
administration of this type” (1916/1964:103). In addition to its general structure, a 
number of more specific components of the state acted against the development of 
capitalism. For example, the officials of the bureaucratic administration had vested 
material interests that made them oppose capitalism. Officials often bought offices 
primarily to make a profit, and this kind of orientation did not necessarily make for 
a high degree of efficiency. 
  A third structural barrier to the rise of capitalism was the nature of the Chinese 
language. In Weber’s view, it militated against rationality by making systematic 
thought difficult. It remained largely in the realm of the “pictorial” and the “descrip-
tive.” Logical thinking was also inhibited because intellectual thought remained largely 
in the form of parables, and this hardly was the basis for the development of a cumu-
lative body of knowledge. 
  Although there were other structural barriers to the rise of capitalism (for 
example, a country without wars or overseas trade), a key factor was the lack of the 
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required “mentality,” the lack of the needed idea system. Weber looked at the two 
dominant systems of religious ideas in China—Confucianism and Taoism—and the 
characteristics of both that militated against the development of a spirit of 
capitalism.  

  Confucianism   A central characteristic of Confucian thinking was its emphasis on a 
literary education as a prerequisite for office and for social status. To acquire a position 
in the ruling strata, a person had to be a member of the literati. Movement up the 
hierarchy was based on a system of ideas that tested literary knowledge, not the 
technical knowledge needed to conduct the office in question. What was valued and 
tested was whether the individual’s mind was steeped in culture and whether it was 
characterized by ways of thought suitable to a cultured man. In Weber’s terms, Con-
fucianism encouraged “a highly bookish literary education.” The literati produced by 
this system came to see the actual work of administration as beneath them, mere tasks 
to be delegated to subordinates. Instead, the literati aspired to clever puns, euphe-
misms, and allusions to classical quotations—a purely literary kind of intellectuality. 
With this kind of orientation, it is easy to see why the literati were unconcerned with 
the state of the economy or with economic activities. The worldview of the Confucians 
ultimately grew to be the policy of the state. As a result, the Chinese state came to 
be only minimally involved in rationally influencing the economy and the rest of 
society. The Confucians maintained their influence by having the constitution decree 
that only they could serve as officials, and competitors to Confucians (for example, 
the bourgeoisie, prophets, and priests) were blocked from serving in the government. 
In fact, if the emperor dared to deviate from this rule, he was thought to be toying 
with disaster and his potential downfall. 
  Many other components of Confucianism militated against capitalism. It was 
basically an ethic of adjustment to the world and to its order and its conventions. 
Rather than viewing material success and wealth as a sign of salvation as the Calvin-
ist did, the Confucian simply was led to accept things as they were. In fact, there was 
no idea of salvation in Confucianism, and this lack of tension between religion and 
the world also acted to inhibit the rise of capitalism. The snobbish Confucian was 
urged to reject thrift, because it was something that commoners practiced. In contrast 
to the Puritan work ethic, it was not regarded as proper for a Confucian gentleman 
to work, although wealth was prized. Active engagement in a profitable enterprise was 
regarded as morally dubious and unbecoming to a Confucian’s station. The acceptable 
goal for such a gentleman was a good position, not high profits. The ethic emphasized 
the abilities of a gentleman rather than the highly specialized skills that could have 
proved useful to a developing capitalist system. In sum, Weber contended that Con-
fucianism became a relentless canonization of tradition.  

  Taoism   Weber perceived Taoism as a mystical Chinese religion in which the supreme 
good was deemed to be a psychic state, a state of mind, and not a state of grace to 
be obtained by conduct in the real world. As a result, Taoists did not operate in a 
rational way to affect the external world. Taoism was essentially traditional, and one 
of its basic tenets was “Do not introduce innovations” (Weber, 1916/1964:203). Such 
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an idea system was unlikely to produce any major changes, let alone one as far-
reaching as capitalism. 
  One trait common to Taoism and Confucianism is that neither produced enough 
tension, or conflict, among the members to motivate them to much innovative action 
in this world: 

  Neither in its official state cult nor in its Taoist aspect could Chinese religiosity 
produce sufficiently strong motives for a religiously oriented life for the individual 
such as the Puritan method represents. Both forms of religion lacked even the 
traces of the Satanic force or evil against which [the] pious Chinese might have 
struggled for his salvation.

(Weber, 1916/1964:206)  

 As was true of Confucianism, there was no inherent force in Taoism to impel actors 
to change the world or, more specifically, to build a capitalist system.   

  Religion and Capitalism in India 
 For our purposes, a very brief discussion of Weber’s (1916–1917/1958) thinking on 
the relationship between religion and capitalism in India will suffice. The argument, 
though not its details, parallels the Chinese case. For example, Weber discussed the 
structural barriers of the caste system (Gellner, 1982:534). Among other things, the 
caste system erected overwhelming barriers to social mobility, and it tended to regu-
late even the most minute aspects of people’s lives. The idea system of the Brahmans 
had a number of components. For example, Brahmans were expected to avoid vulgar 
occupations and to observe elegance in manners and proprieties in conduct. Indiffer-
ence to the world’s mundane affairs was the crowning idea of Brahman religiosity. 
The Brahmans also emphasized a highly literary kind of education. Although there 
certainly were important differences between Brahmans and Confucians, the ethos of 
each presented overwhelming barriers to the rise of capitalism. 
  The Hindu religion posed similar ideational barriers. Its key idea was reincarna-
tion. To the Hindu, a person is born into the caste that he or she deserves by virtue of 
behavior in a past life. Through faithful adherence to the ritual of caste, the Hindu 
gains merit for the next life. Hinduism, unlike Calvinism, was traditional in the sense 
that salvation was to be achieved by faithfully following the rules; innovation, particu-
larly in the economic sphere, could not lead to a higher caste in the next life. Activity 
in this world was not important, because the world was seen as a transient abode and 
an impediment to the spiritual quest. In these and other ways, the idea system associ-
ated with Hinduism failed to produce the kind of people who could create a capitalist 
economic system and, more generally, a rationally ordered society.     

  Criticisms 
  There have been numerous criticisms of Weber. We will examine four of the most 
important. The first criticism has to do with Weber’s  verstehen  method. Weber was 
caught between two problem in regards to  verstehen.  On the one hand, it could not 
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simply mean a subjective intuition because this would not be scientific. On the other 
hand, the sociologist could not just proclaim the “objective” meaning of the social 
phenomenon. Weber declared that his method fell between these two choices, but he 
never fully explained how (Herva, 1988). The deficiencies in his methodology are not 
always apparent from reading of Weber’s insightful analysis based on his own inter-
pretations. But they become perfectly clear when sociologists try to apply his method 
to their own research or, even more so, when they attempt to teach  verstehen  to oth-
ers. Clearly, the method involves systemic and rigorous research, but the magic of 
turning that research into Weber’s illuminating insights eludes us. This has led some 
(Abel, 1948) to relegate  verstehen  to a heuristic operation of discovery that precedes 
the real scientific work of sociology. Others have suggested that  verstehen  needs to 
be seen as itself a social process and that our understanding of others always proceeds 
out of a dialogue (Shields, 1996). 
  The second criticism is that Weber lacks a fully theorized macrosociology. We 
have already spent some time exploring the contradiction between Weber’s individu-
alistic method and his focus on large-scale social structures and world-historical norms. 
In Weber’s method, class is reduced to a collection of people in the same economic 
situation. Political structure is reduced to the acceptance of domination because of 
subjectively perceived legitimacy in terms of rationality, charisma, or traditions. Weber 
certainly recognizes that class and political structures have effects on people—not to 
mention such macrophenomena as religion and rationalization—but he has no way to 
theorize these effects except as a collection of uinintended consequences. He has no 
theory of how these work as systems behind the back of individuals and, in some 
cases, even to determine the intention of actors (B. Turner, 1981). 
  The third criticism of Weber is that he lacks a critical theory. In other words, 
others have said that Weber’s theory cannot be used to point out opportunities for 
constructive change. This criticism can be demonstrated through examining Weber’s 
theory of rationalization. 
  Weber used the term  rationalization  in a number of ways, but he was primar-
ily concerned with two types. One concerns the development of bureaucracy and its 
legal form of authority (see pp. 130–131). The other refers to the subjective changes 
in attitude that he called formal rationality (see pp. 137–138). In the confluence of 
bureaucracy and formal rationality we see what Weber described as unintended con-
sequences. The creation of bureaucracy and the adaptation of formal rationality end 
up undermining the very purposes that the rationalization was meant to serve. This 
is what I have called the irrational consequences of rationality. Weber’s famous iron 
cage is one of these irrational consequences. Bureaucracy and formal rationality were 
initially developed because of their efficiency, predictability, calculability, and control 
in achieving a given goal (for example, to help the poor). But as rationalization 
proceeds, the original goal tends to be forgotten, and the organization increasingly 
devotes itself to efficiency, predictability, calculability, and control for their own 
sakes. For example, welfare bureaucracies measure their success by their efficiency 
in “dealing” with clients, even their efficiency in getting them off welfare, regardless 
of whether doing so actually serves the original goal of helping the poor to better 
their situations. 
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  In some of his most-quoted passages, Weber implies that this process is inevi-
table, as for example in his metaphor of the iron cage. However, as argued above, it 
would be wrong to see this as a general evolutionary sequence of inevitable rational-
ization. Johannes Weiss (1987) maintains that rationalization is inevitable only to the 
extent that we want it to be so. It is simply that our world is so complex that it is 
difficult to conceive of accomplishing any significant task without the efficiency, 
calculability, predictability, and control of rationalization—even if it inevitably ends 
in its own peculiar irrationality. We may dream of a world without bureaucracies, but 
“the real question is whether—with due regard to the obligations of intellectual 
honesty—we seriously strive to attain it or ever could” (Weiss, 1987:162). 
  Many people prefer to ignore their own complicity and to see rationalization as 
something that is imposed on them. Indeed, one of the most cited criticisms of Weber 
is that he did not provide a strategy for opposing this rationalization (Marcuse, 1971). 
Since I work in a bureaucracy (a university), deal with them everyday, and will com-
plain when they are not efficient or predictable enough, I am not in a position to make 
such a strong criticism of Weber. Nevertheless, part of the reason for our complicity 
is the lack of fully developed alternatives to an increasingly bureaucratized world. 
Consequently, it is quite fair to criticize Weber for not offering such an alternative, 
and it is right for those who follow Weber to work at providing a theory of an 
alternative. 
  The final criticism is of the unremitting pessimism of Weber’s sociology. We 
can see from Weber’s sociological method that he firmly believed in the centrality of 
individual meaning; however, his substantive work on rationalization and domination 
indicated that we are trapped in an increasingly meaningless and disenchanted world. 
It could be said that anyone who still fells optimistic about our culture after reading 
the closing pages of  The Protestant Ethic  simply hasn’t understood them. This alone 
is not a criticism of Weber. It is shortsighted to criticize someone who points out your 
cage, if in fact you are in one. Nevertheless, not only did Weber not attempt to provide 
us with alternatives, he seems to have missed the fact that some of the unintended 
consequences may be beneficial.    

   Summary 
 Max Weber has had a more powerful positive impact on a wide range of sociological 
theories than any other sociological theorist. This influence is traceable to the sophis-
tication, complexity, and sometimes even confusion of Weberian theory. Despite its 
problems, Weber’s work represents a remarkable fusion of historical research and 
sociological theorizing. 
  This chapter opens with a discussion of the theoretical roots and methodological 
orientations of Weberian theory. Weber, over the course of his career, moved progres-
sively toward a fusion of history and sociology, that is, toward the development of a 
historical sociology. One of his most critical methodological concepts is  verstehen.  
Although this is often interpreted as a tool to be used to analyze individual conscious-
ness, in Weber’s hands it was more often a scientific tool to analyze structural and 
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institutional constraints on actors. Other aspects of Weber’s methodology, including his 
propensity to think in terms of causality and to employ ideal types, are discussed. In 
addition, I examine his analysis of the relationship between values and sociology. 
  The heart of Weberian sociology lies in substantive sociology, not in method-
ological statements. Although Weber based his theories on his thoughts about social 
action and social relationships, his main interest was the large-scale structures and 
institutions of society. I examine especially his analysis of the three structures of 
authority—rational-legal, traditional, and charismatic. In the context of rational-legal 
authority, I deal with his famous ideal-typical bureaucracy and show how he used that 
tool to analyze traditional and charismatic authority. Of particular interest is Weber’s 
work on charisma. Not only did he have a clear sense of it as a structure of authority, 
he was also interested in the processes by which such a structure is produced. 
  Although his work on social structures—such as authority—is important, it is 
at the cultural level, in his work on the rationalization of the world, that Weber’s most 
important insights lie. Weber articulated the idea that the world is becoming increas-
ingly dominated by norms and values of rationalization. In this context, I discuss 
Weber’s work on the economy, religion, law, the polity, the city, and art forms. Weber 
argued that rationalization was sweeping across all these institutions in the West, 
whereas there were major barriers to this process in the rest of the world. 
  Weber’s thoughts on rationalization and various other issues are illustrated in 
his work on the relationship between religion and capitalism. At one level, this is a 
series of studies of the relationship between ideas (religious ideas) and the develop-
ment of the spirit of capitalism and, ultimately, capitalism itself. At another level, it 
is a study of how the West developed a distinctively rational religious system (Calvin-
ism) that played a key role in the rise of a rational economic system (capitalism). 
Weber also studied other societies, in which he found religious systems (for example, 
Confucianism, Taoism, and Hinduism) that inhibit the growth of a rational economic 
system. It is this kind of majestic sweep over the history of many sectors of the world 
that helps give Weberian theory its enduring significance.                
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